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Abstract

This qualitative research study uses face-to-face interviews to explore the perspectives and
perceptions doctoral experiences of eight Hmong American women from their own. In
particular, the motivations and strategies these women used to complete their doctoral program
are shared. All participants completed their doctoral degree in 3 ½ to 6 ½ years. Strategies
Hmong women used included building their own support network, prior academic experiences,
effective time management and extensive family support system. Intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation exists for the participants. The interplay between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation
aided in allowed participants to pursue and finished the doctoral program.

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

v

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................... iii
Abstract.................................................................................................................................. iv
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND FOR THE STUDY ........1
Personal Standpoint ......................................................................................................1
Significance of the Study ..............................................................................................3
Research Question.........................................................................................................5
Dissertation Overview ...................................................................................................6
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ...................................................................7
Background of the Hmong ...........................................................................................7
Role of Hmong Women ...............................................................................................11
Education .....................................................................................................................13
Motivation ....................................................................................................................15
Strategies for Successful Completion ........................................................................25
Summary ......................................................................................................................34
Experiences in Doctoral Program for Women .........................................................34
Asian American Women's Experiences. ...................................................................35
Women Experiences ....................................................................................................37
American Indian/Alaska Native Women's Experiences (AI/AN). ..........................37
African American Women's Experiences. ................................................................38
Latina/Hispanic/Chicanas Women's Experiences....................................................40
Conclusion....................................................................................................................42
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY .........................................................................44
Overview of Approach ................................................................................................44
Data Collection ............................................................................................................46

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

vi

Data Analysis ...............................................................................................................47
Credibility and Validity ..............................................................................................48
Summary ......................................................................................................................50
Participants ..................................................................................................................50
Study Participants and Their Backgrounds .............................................................53
Summary ......................................................................................................................69
CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS--MOTIVATIONS ........................................................71
Motivation ....................................................................................................................71
Motivated by Professional Challenges and Expectations ........................................75
Motivated by the Need for Social Justice (internal/external acts) ..........................77
Motivated by Credibility ............................................................................................79
Motivated by (lack of) Mentors and Role Models ....................................................80
Concluding Thoughts about Motivation ...................................................................84
CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS--STRATEGIES ..............................................................86
Survival Skills Stemming from Prior Knowledge ....................................................86
Survival Skills--Time Management ...........................................................................89
Survival Skills--Support System ................................................................................92
Concluding Thoughts about Strategies .....................................................................95
Summary ......................................................................................................................96
CHAPTER SIX ....................................................................................................................97
FINAL CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................97
Summary of Study ......................................................................................................97
Method .........................................................................................................................97
Findings ........................................................................................................................98
Doctoral women of color experience .......................................................................105

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

vii

Implications for Research and Practice ..................................................................106
Conclusions ................................................................................................................111
REFERENCES ..................................................................................................................113
APPENDICES....................................................................................................................127
APPENDIX A.....................................................................................................................128
APPENDIX B .....................................................................................................................129
APPENDIX C.....................................................................................................................134

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

viii

TABLE OF TABLES
Table 1.1 Statistical Data..................................................................................................2
Table 4.1 Participant Chart................................................................................................28

Running Head: WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE
1
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND FOR THE STUDY
Personal Standpoint
Growing up, many of my Hmong female friends had a strong desire to pursue higher
education, but I was the uncertain one. Everyone would say they intended to continue with their
education, but when it came to my turn, my response was always, “I don’t know. I’ll have to see
how things turn out.” My response was vague, not because I was not passionate about pursuing
higher education, but because I was more realistic about the fate of a Hmong girl. In my young
mind, cultural norms limited the future of a Hmong girl, and I did not want to be disappointed if
my future plans might not come to be.
I was raised in the traditional setting of the Hmong culture. The future I saw for Hmong
women encompassed young girls getting married in their adolescence and tackling bigger family
responsibilities before they were even sure how to care for themselves. I saw this scenario all
too often; and felt my family and community forced me to grow-up at such a young age without
the luxury of dreaming. As time progressed, most of my friends, who were so adamant about
their bright future in education, fell into the typical Hmong female tradition of marrying at a
young age and having children. Knowing the difficulties that would lie ahead and the impending
fate of losing their dreams of higher education I was perplex why anyone would choose such a
fate for themselves.
I concluded they did not understand what it meant to be married. Many of them were
under the illusion that marriage would afford them some personal freedom and independence
from their family of origin’s demands. However, what they did not realize was that with
marriage came the added responsibilities and demands of their husband’s family. In the Hmong
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culture, you not only marry your husband, but also take on the responsibility of caring for his
family.
Some of my peers who chose the route of starting a family at a young age have come to
realize that marriage is an added challenge to their educational path. This task of balancing both
family and education made it more difficult, if not impossible, for them to accomplish their
dreams of obtaining a higher education. I believe that a Hmong woman can be married and
obtain a college degree at the same time. However, in order for this to happen, one would need a
very supportive husband and family who saw the value of higher education for a Hmong woman.
I come from a family of eight children, and I am proud to say that out of the eight, six
have earned a baccalaureate degree. One is pursuing her associate degree, and the other obtained
a General Education Degree (GED). My parents always pushed us to pursue education to the
highest level. I was the one without added family responsibility. Being the oldest unmarried
individual, I made one of the most life changing decisions of my life: to pursue my doctorate. It
was not an easy decision for me because I knew the benefits of having an education, but I also
remember the struggles I had to go through. However, something inside kept me going at all
costs. Was it the disappointment of failure on my parents’ faces or the “I told you so”
comments? Or was I looking for acknowledgement and acceptance that I was worth something
without sacrificing my identity to married life? I am, as of yet, uncertain to the one motivating
factor, but I believe it could have been the combination of many that resonated in my mind and
kept me from straying from my path.
While doing research about pursuing a doctoral degree, I wanted to find any fellow
Hmong person who had already completed their doctorate. I hoped to learn about their
experiences because I was looking for affirmation to validate my own pursuit. I was confident
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that this kinship would add comfort and support in the struggles ahead as I ventured into this
unknown territory. At the time, I was unable to find another Hmong person who had completed
their doctorate.
Ultimately, I decided to examine the doctoral experiences of Hmong American women
from their own perspectives and perceptions. With this research, I hope to better understand by
describing the experiences and challenges faced by Hmong American women as they pursue
their doctoral program. I desire to provide a way for Hmong American women to validate their
own experiences, as they are the pioneers. I want others to learn and appreciate the wisdom of
those who have accomplished this vast task, which at one time Hmong American women only
dreamed of doing. Since this is an uncharted path in research, I decided to step up to the
challenge of gathering this information so that others will not have to face the same difficulties
of searching for a role model. The decision to pursue higher education is a significant one for
the individual and the culture at large, and these Hmong women are roles models for future
doctoral students, and degree recipients.
Significance of the Study
Struggles and challenges fill the road to higher education; only a few high achieving
individuals can break through and partake in this journey as a rite of passage into the
professional world. Anecdotal evidence shows that more and more Hmong women are pursuing
higher education compared to previous generations. Historically, the Hmong excluded women
from participating in education while living in Laos and Thailand. Education was out of reach
for many Hmong in Laos because of their history of living in high mountainous regions, keeping
to themselves as a way to preserve their culture (Faderman, 1998). In addition, to be educated in
Laos would require money that many Hmong families could not afford. Thus, only those with
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privilege could afford to send their children to school, and when they did send someone, it would
be a son. Hmong immigrants to the United States (U.S.), regardless of gender, pursued higher
education with enthusiasm. The Hmong realized the value of education and embraced it fully
through encouraging their children to pursue this dream.
According to the 2010 Census Report, the Hmong population in the U.S. was 260,073.
The Hmong National Development, Inc, & Hmong Cultural and Resource Center further
aggregated the data from 2000 Census Report to determine the educational attainment of the
Hmong (Pfeifer, Chiu, & Yang, 2013). The report found Hmong men, aged 25 and over, with a
high school diploma, was 53.1%; with some college or higher was 33.4%; with a Bachelor’s
degree or higher was 10. 1%; and with a doctorate degree was .4%. The number of Hmong
women obtaining education is even lower: high school—28.5%; Bachelor’s degree or higher—
15.4%; and a doctorate degree—.01%. Compared to the general U.S. female population: high
school diploma was 80.7%; college education or higher was 51.1%; bachelor’s degree or higher
was 28.2%; and a doctorate degree was .6% (see Table 1.1).
Table 1.1
Statistical data on the educational attainment of Hmong men, Hmong women, and the U.S.
female population by percentage
High School
Diploma or
Higher
53. 1

College
Education or
Higher
33. 4

Bachelor’s
Degree or
Higher
10. 1

Doctorate
Degree

Hmong
women

28. 5

15. 4

4. 7

. 01

U.S. Female
Population

80. 7

51. 1

28. 2

. 6

Group

Hmong men

. 4
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Although this may seem like a low number of Hmong doctorate professionals in
comparison to the number of Hmong people that have resettled in the U.S. this is actually a high
achievement if you take into consideration the short amount of time the Hmong have been here
in the U.S. The Hmong fled the war-torn country of Laos to afford a better life for their children
only 40 years ago.
For Hmong women, education continues to be a barrier, but to my knowledge, those who
have overcome these obstacles have never had their stories officially documented or stored
anywhere. Through this study, I document the experiences of Hmong women who have
completed their doctoral program. The study will serve as a way for each participant to share
their experiences from their own point of views. By recording the stories of these individuals
who have worked hard and persevered, I hope to provide a means for these women to focus and
examine their own achievements. I also desire to offer an opportunity or place for them to be
proud of who they are and what they have contributed to the accomplishments of Hmong women
in the U.S.
Research Question
The purpose of this study is to investigate the doctoral experiences of Hmong American
women through personal perspectives and perceptions. In particular, I examine motivations and
strategies used for completion of a doctoral program. My primary research questions are:
1. What are the motivations that compel a Hmong woman to complete a doctorate?
2. What strategies are utilized by Hmong American women to complete the doctorate?
3. How do Hmong women approach doctoral studies through motivations?
4. How do Hmong women complete a doctoral program?
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By capturing the experiences of these Hmong American women in their pursuit of higher
education, I empathized with their practices while documenting these understandings for future
Hmong American women taking this similar path. I do not intend for this study to be a
generalization of all Hmong women, rather an exploration of these Hmong women’s doctoral
experiences.
Dissertation Overview
In chapter two, I review the literature related to research and the methodology behind this
study. I explain the motivations and strategies utilized by doctoral students to complete their
degree. I then look at Hmong history. My intent for providing Hmong history is to provide
context for those who may not truly understand why the Hmong immigrated to the U.S. and why
women are a part of a patriarchal clan that defines their roles by the very nature of stepping into
a doctoral program they are stepping out of that tradition. Chapter three provides the research
methodology and provides a more in depth look at the demographics of my participants. Chapter
four and five looks at the findings behind the motivations and strategies that my participants
devised to survive their doctoral experience. I conclude with implications for research, theory,
and practice.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
In this chapter I briefly examine the history of the Hmong and the educational path
historically taken by Hmong women, the concepts of motivations and strategies doctoral students
utilizes and studies exploring the experiences of underrepresented groups of women in doctoral
programs. My intent for providing Hmong history is to ensure people truly understand why the
Hmong immigrated to the U.S. In addition, knowledge of Hmong history provides a foundation
for better understanding of where the Hmong women pursuing education are coming from and
demonstrates the many challenges and obstacles Hmong women face in their pursuit of an
education. I have not found any research done on the experiences of Hmong women in doctoral
programs.
Background of the Hmong
Scholars have posited many stories about the origination of the Hmong, adding to the
mystery regarding their true origins. The most widely accepted, theory is that the Hmong people
originated in China in the eighteenth century (Tapp, 1988; Thao, 1999). In an effort to avoid
“unreasonable and punitive taxation, slavery, or ethnic persecution” many Hmong in China
started to move south in an effort to continue to preserve their culture and customs (Faderman,
1998). The Hmong have never been able to call one specific country home or felt they belong to
a particular place. Thus, they have had a long history of assimilating into the majority culture
while, at the same time, finding ways to preserve their own rich culture and traditions (Tapp,
1988).
The Hmong co-existed peacefully in Laos as refugees for years before their involvement
in the Vietnam War (Hamilton-Merritt, 1999; Quincy, 1995; Tapp, 1988). After aiding the U.S.
during the Vietnam War in 1975, the Hmong fled Laos for fear of genocide by the Pathet Lao
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government. According to Hamilton-Merritt (1999), the American general public did not know
about the Hmong involvement in the “secret war,” and what they did hear about the fate of the
Hmong “was rumor, innuendo, propaganda, and disinformation.” However, in 1994, the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) finally recognized the Hmong role in the war (Hamilton-Merritt,
1999).
Since 1975, the Hmong have resettled in the U.S., France, Australia, and Canada. The
population of the Hmong in the U.S. is well over 200,000. They formed the largest communities
in California, Minnesota, and Wisconsin (Hamilton-Merritt, 1999; Miyares, 1998). The Hmong
population in these three states continues to grow. The Thai government closed the refugee
camps, giving the Hmong two choices: stay in Thailand and become Thai citizens or return to
Laos in 2003, and an influx of new Hmong families from the last refugee camp in Thailand made
their home here. During the closing camps, the Hmong in the U.S. successfully lobbied congress
to allow Hmong families to live in the U.S. (Grigoleit, 2006). This latest group to enter the U.S.
is part of the third wave of Southeast Asian refugees (Takaki, 1989).
The Hmong society is patriarchal and rooted deep in traditional culture and customs.
Community members pass down these traditional cultural values to their children. Hmong
parents instill these values within the development of their children’s identities as they assimilate
into mainstream society. The Hmong’s strong clan system functions as economic and social
support. Eighteen clans exist in the Hmong culture (Lee, 1986; Thao, 1999). In addition, the
clan name provides an individual with their clan identity. The patriarchal society expects parents
to emphasize the cultural norms and keep these traditions alive by handing them down to their
sons. Thus, sons are highly valued for the role they play in sustaining the traditions of the
Hmong culture.
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Initially, the Hmong passed education down from generation to generation through
music, dance, and stories (Cultural Orientation Project, Literacy and Education, n. d.; Faderman,
1998). Hmong folklore tells of a time when the Hmong lived in China, where they became a
very prosperous ethnic minority group and had their own written language. Consequently,
during a civil war, the Hmong lost and the Chinese banned the usage of the Hmong written
language. Through the years, Hmong women hid some form of this language in the design of
their story cloths (Faderman, 1998; The Hmong American Writer's Circle, 2011). The writing
hidden in the embroidery were then turned into a new form of writing system called ntaub ntawv,
or fabric writing in Ban Vinai Refugee Camp in 1988. In 1992 this writing system was
published and was brought to the United States by Nao Der Xiong (Lee & Tapp, 2010).
Lee and Tapp (2010) recount other stories of how the Hmong lost their written language.
While immigrating to other parts of the world in an attempt to avoid persecuting from the
Chinese, they lost their written language while crossing a big river out of China. Interestingly,
other variations of this same story are:
That the horse ate the writing.
It was accidentally dropped in the great river during the flight.
The Hmong swallowed their precious writings to save them from being swept away by
the fast-flowing river, leaving the Hmong “’clever in their livers’” (hearts instead of in
books like the Chines (Lee & Tapp, 2010, p. 48).

Another version of Hmong writing system was said to be created by Shong Lue Yang,
“Mother of Writing”. This new messianic system generated many followers from Laos in the late
1950s until today. This system called Pahawh (phaj hauj) is not centered around myths of any
lost writing, but is said to be a new writing system to restore the Hmong writing system (Tapp &
Lee, 2010). In the early 1950s, French missionaries created another written language for the
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Hmong (McGinn, 1989; Faderman, 1998) which is known as the Romanized Phonetic Alphabet
(RPA) system. This is the widely accepted Hmong writing system used today.
In a folklore form, another story arose about the creation and non-acceptance of the
Hmong written language. Community members passed down this folklore orally through several
generations before it reached the ears of the Hmong generation in the U.S. My father told me the
story. According to my father, the original Hmong language did not survive because the Chinese
constantly destroyed it. By the time the Hmong moved to Laos, the original Hmong language
was forgotten because many people feared persecution. When a French man created the written
form of Hmong the Chinese did not destroy it because they considered it a foreign man’s work
and not a Hmong man’s work, as countries protect their own people’s work, another country
cannot easily destroy this work. That is why it survived while Hmong in other written forms did
not (P. Vang, personal communication, September 15, 2011).
Nevertheless, many Hmong are still illiterate in their own language. The few exceptions
are those who converted to Christianity. Christian leaders continue to teach and reinforce the
written Hmong language. In addition, as the Hmong immersed themselves into this new Western
culture, other values took the place of learning to read and write in Hmong. The need to preserve
our own culture took a back seat to assimilating to the new environment. So the Hmong, like
other immigrant groups, assimilated at the loss of our own culture; thus leading to the change in
our values in education as well.
It is important to look at the role of Hmong women within the structure of the Hmong
culture. This provides a better understanding of the traditional roles and expectations of Hmong
women, especially the changing views of Hmong women in leadership and education. We see
the demands, choices, and challenges Hmong women face when pursuing education.
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Role of Hmong Women
Even though research on Hmong women in higher education and their roles has slowly
increased, a shortage of published information still exists regarding this topic. The history of
Hmong culture excludes the role, voices, and contributions of Hmong women. Symonds (2004)
declared “in the Hmong community there is no compensatory power for women” and that
“women contribute to the continuance of the male hegemonic structure” (p. 9). Similarly, Yang
(1990) noted that a “structure of inequality of Hmong women in the Hmong society” exists (p.1).
Addressing these issues will take a long time because it is inherit in the culture itself; however,
this does not give anyone license to ignore this fact.
Traditionally, the Hmong raise and train young girls to help with chores around the house
and with child rearing responsibilities. Community members view this as their primary place
(Donnelly, 1994; Symonds, 2004; Yang, 1990). The Hmong also expect women to contribute
economically to the family; accomplishing these responsibilities attests to their worth. In
addition, this training prepares them for their role in life. A Hmong woman’s role is to be
married, have children, and assist their husbands in continuing the preservation of his clan’s
customs.
In Laos, Hmong women tend to marry between the ages of 13- and 18-years-old (Cha,
2013; Donnelly, 1994; Symonds, 2004; Yang, 1990). This early marriage trend continues today
in the U.S. (Donnelly, 1994: Yang, 1990). With marriage, Hmong women experience loss and
gains (Symonds, 2004). Symonds reported “although no woman wants to become a spinster, a
woman usually feels a great sense of loss when she is wed” (p. 70). After her wedding, she has
to relearn everything according to her new family. She must forget her life before marriage
because now she is known as a wife of (takes name of her husband). She must conduct herself
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according to her new status as an adult and is now the "property of her husband's family" (Dirks,
1999).
A young Hmong girl grows up under the protection of her father. Once she is married,
she is under the protection of her husband. If widowed, then she is under the protection of her
eldest son. Lee and Tapp (2010) confirmed this stating that the Hmong refer to daughters as
“'other people’s women'” (p.192). The community expects women to marry and belong to
strangers outside of their own birth group. Rice (2000) also concurred with this finding coining
the phrase “other people’s daughter” (p.24). With such expectations placed on a Hmong woman,
she barely has time to discover her identity. “Hmong girls do not go through puberty. They jump
from being a child to an adult, from being a daughter to a daughter-in-law” (Vujongyia, 1997, p.
8).
Since a female in the Hmong culture is not highly valued, low self-esteem issues often fill
her upbringing (Symonds, 2004). Symonds (2004) stated, “Hmong women explicitly accord less
prestige to themselves than to men. They believe that men have better judgment than women
and are both more intelligent and more capable” (p. 75). Culture and upbringing facilitate this
belief system and in-turn this aids the cycle of inferiority that these women experience in their
daily lives (Yang, 1990).
Hmong women were not allowed to participate or are at disadvantage when it comes to
education (World Bank, ADB, DFID, and CIDA, 2006). Education was valued for the sons, as
they are the ones that will continue and carry on the traditions. An educated Hmong women
does not ever achieve the same level of respect in the community as a Hmong man.
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Education
New research by Dr. Dia Cha (2013) notes that a few Hmong women in Laos were
educated by attending missionary boarding schools or recruited to be trained in a specific field
such as nursing during the 1960s and 1970s as these skills are highly valued. In 1975, the
population of literate Hmong females made up less than 1% of the Hmong population in Laos.
The 1% of Hmong women that were literate came from few elite Hmong families who could
afford to enroll their daughters in school (Cha, 2013).
Since migrating to the U.S, the Hmong value education highly and understand its
necessity for the primary purpose of social mobility (Lee & Kumashiro, 2005). Nevertheless,
Hmong children receive mixed messages. Hmong parents want their children to pursue higher
education and strongly support their sons financially and emotionally (Hume, 1998). On the
other hand, they encourage their daughters to pursue higher education at a nearby university and
still expect them to contribute financially to the household. Although Hmong parents encourage
their children to pursue higher education, they also express the idea “that too much education
may not be a good thing” for a Hmong woman (Hume, 1998, p. 7).
The Hmong community connects independence and education together negatively for a
Hmong woman. They note that these experiences can “lead her away from traditional roles,
delay or forgo marriage” and “restrict her marriage opportunities” (Hume, 1998, p.7). A Hmong
woman pursuing higher education challenges the traditional roles that Hmong women play in the
culture. More recently Hmong American women realize that in order to be independent and selfsufficient they must pursue higher education to obtain employment (Garrity, 2002; Lee, 1997).
A major issue standing in the way of Hmong women pursuing higher education is the different
traditional roles these women play as daughters, wives, and mothers (Ngo, 2002). Furthermore,
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the belief that having too much education leads to a Hmong woman “eliminating less educated
males as potential husbands” in turn adds to the different support, or lack of support, that Hmong
women encounter in their culture (Vujongyia, 1997). This could potentially cause Hmong
women to curbing their aspirations to pursue higher education.
Vujongyia (1997) suggested that, “Hmong women who do pursue education are viewed
in the Hmong community as assertive, aggressive, and ‘stuck up’” (p. 2). The chances for an
educated Hmong woman to marry decreases, since most Hmong men like to marry younger girls.
Men feel a younger girl is easier to mold to their liking (Vujongyia, 1997). On the other hand,
many Hmong consider a woman who chooses education before marriage to be an “old maid”
and, therefore, not a very desirable marriage partner (by traditional Hmong culture standards).
In her research, Vujongyia (1997) found several common negative sayings about
educated Hmong women in leadership roles. “When women are in power, everything will turn
chaotic” and “If a woman is educated, she will step on her husband’s head” (p. 4). A common
belief in the Hmong culture is that a daughter’s education will benefit her future husband’s
family more than her immediate family. Thus, most Hmong parents do not encourage their
daughters to pursue higher education. They limit their daughters’ opportunities for selfsufficiency by keeping their daughters at home doing chores around the house. Vujongyia
(1997) likened the benefit of raising a girl to the Chinese saying of “Better to raise geese than
girls, i.e., Geese give a profit” (p. 4).
However, there is a glimpse of hope for Hmong women. Symonds (2004) recognized “as
Hmong women encounter and absorb Western freedoms, they, like Western women, both benefit
and suffer from the changes brought about as traditional protections are discarded or lost and
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new freedoms are obtained”(Symonds, 2004, p. 174). Hmong women obtain their education at
the price of losing some cultural traditions while gaining new skills.
Few studies of Hmong American students’ experiences in education at the K-12
and undergraduate levels exist. Educational attainment by Hmong women captured
several researchers’ attention, demonstrated through the various studies done on Hmong
women in higher education. These studies mainly focus on the college experience and
success of Hmong women (Fendya, 1995; Garrity, 2002; Lee, 1997; Reavill, 1996;
Vujongyia, 1997; Yang, 1990) and show that when given the opportunity, Hmong
women can complete their education, even in the face of unforeseen challenges.
The opportunity for education opens up a new avenue of life for Hmong
American women. Given this vast opportunity, many Hmong American women take full
advantage of this chance and pursued education with full force. To do this, Hmong
American women need to be motivated. Intrinsically and extrinsically, they need to have
support from the community, their family and themselves, and they need to develop
strategies to survive their educational pursuit because obtaining education is going
against their history and tradition.
Motivation
Students enter doctoral programs for many reasons; these reasons later feed into
the types of motivation needed for completion. This chapter looks at intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation. Motivation is an important topic and central to my research focus.
In looking at intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors, I will provide an overview of
these two influences on the concept of motivation.
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My argument in this dissertation centers on the key elements of motivation. Most
central is the interplay between intrinsic and extrinsic motivational influences. Pintrich
and Schunk (2002) described motivation as “the process whereby goal-directed activity is
instigated and sustained” (5). Ryan and Deci (2000) stated, “to be motivated means to be
moved to do something” (54). Each person has goals that they are trying to accomplish.
To accomplish these goals, the individual also has to sustain motivation. Motivation
involves a physical and/or mental activity such as studying (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002).
Motivated students perform well, focus on tasks and express interest in their studies. On
the other hand, unmotivated students have the challenge of lessened interest in their
studies and possibly more negative performance outcomes. Thus, motivation impacts
students’ achievement and perseverance in school and whether they will succeed
academically or not.
Self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985) looks at human motivation
because it describes the person’s own response and personality when managing an
identified goal. Human motivation is centered on three basic needs: competence,
relatedness/connection, and autonomy. Competency is the need to control the outcome
and experience mastery. Relatedness/connection is the need to interact and be connected
with others. Autonomy is the need to be in charge of one’s own life and to act within
one’s own sense of integrity. Humans are motivated to engage in a certain behavior in
order to meet these basic needs. When these basic needs are met, it leads to a greater
sense of wellbeing and increased health in individuals.
Self-determination theory centers around three levels of motivation: intrinsic,
extrinsic, and amotivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to motivation that comes from
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within and is often referred to as the internal locus of control. An intrinsic activity will
result in an internal reward, for example, doing an activity because it will create a type of
internal state which feels rewarding or good to the individual (Deci, 1975). Extrinsic
motivation is engaging in a behavior because it leads to a desired outcome, which is
controlled by an outside source (Ryan & Deci, 2000). People engage in extrinsic
motivation because certain behaviors are valued by their family, peer groups or society,
who they may (or may not) want to feel connected to, thus fulfilling the basic human
need of relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Amotivation is defined as "a state of lacking
an intention to act" (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
One critique of self-determination theory is its historic use with predominantly
European Americans, which can be problematic. This would make it dated and culturebound when trying to generalize to broader populations such as those of ethnic and
cultural diversity. More research in various ethnic group would widely increase and
grow this concept of motivation to be more inclusive.
Koch (1956, 1961) put forward that being intrinsically motivated causes one to be
fully absorbed and committed to an action or behavior. Intrinsic motivation “exists in the
nexus between a person and a task” (Koch, 1956). Some authors have defined intrinsic
motivation in terms of the task being interesting while others have defined it in terms of
the satisfaction a person gains. This is sometimes called intrinsically motivated task
engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
There are three forms of intrinsic motivation. They are knowledge,
accomplishment, and stimulation, which together fulfill the basic psychological needs of
competency and self-determination. In knowledge, the individual is internally motivated
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by feelings of pleasure and the satisfaction they get from learning, acquiring, and
studying something new. Knowledge is a form that leads to competency, which allows
an individual to grow and develop as they adjust to the existing environment. For
accomplishment, individuals engage in behaviors that are pleasurable and satisfactory
when they master various skills which allow them to relate to others and leads to selfdetermination. Stimulation occurs when an individual engages in a behavior in order to
induce a pleasant sensation such as joy, excitement, and pleasure or a rush of adrenaline
such as danger, challenge, or pain. Stimulation leads towards self-determination with an
outcome of autonomy.
In 1971, psychologist Elkland provided studies on intellectual play and its
connection to intrinsic motivation. He concluded that as a child acquires a new cognitive
ability, the child enters into repetitive behavior as it permits him to feel competence and
self-determination, causing the child to be intrinsically motivated (Elkland, 1971).
However, he goes on to state that if the behavior does not continue to involve growth and
development, the child will lose their intrinsic motivation. He adds that a child will
continue to play without intrinsic motivation if extrinsic motivation becomes an added
feature to the play.
Extrinsic motivation is when the source of motivation comes from an outside
factor. This can result in a positive or negative outcome. People will perform a certain
behavior in order to obtain positive rewards such as money, praise, food or grades
(Pintrich & Schunk 2002; Deci & Ryan, 1985). People will also perform certain
behaviors if there is a negative connotation involved such as punishment, sanctions or
fines (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
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Extrinsic motivation encompasses four different forms (external regulation,
introjection, identification, and integration) each of which vary in the amount of
autonomy that is permitted. Autonomy in extrinsic motivation can vary greatly according
to self-determination theory. A person can carry out an activity for personal endorsement
or to experience a feeling of choice or compliance with an external control (Ryan and
Deci, 2000). To further support this, they emphasize the fostering of internalization,
integration of values and behavioral regulations. With less autonomy, the outside factor
has more control of the individual’s behavior and with more autonomy, it can lead to the
behavior becoming intrinsically motivated.
External regulation, the first form of extrinsic motivation, is when an individual is
motivated to perform a behavior in order to fulfill an external demand or to ascertain an
incentive contingency. Of the four forms of extrinsic regulations, external regulation
embodies the smallest amount of autonomy. This can often leave the individual with a
feeling of being controlled or alienated from others (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Examples of
external regulation include playing for money or telling someone if you do this for me, I
will do this for you. External regulation is often used when the outside source wants to
control an individual or compel them to behave in a certain manner.
Introjection, the second form of extrinsic motivation, is a form of internal
regulation that is still quite controlling although an individual does have some autonomy
to make choices. However, because the choice is influenced by an outside source,
pressure is put on the individual to make this choice in order to evade feeling a sense of
guilt or anxiety or to attain some type of ego-enhancement or a feeling of pride (Ryan and
Deci, 2000). In addition, these acts can be performed to improve or uphold a sense of
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self-esteem or feeling of worth to others (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Examples of
introjection include weight lifting to impress other people in the gym, visiting a sick
relative out of guilt, or doing homework because of the anxiety of getting in trouble by
parents/guardians or teachers. Thus introjection creates “an outcome oriented mentality in
which one’s worth is on the line, and self-esteem is contingent on the outcome...”
(Gabriel, 2015).
The third form of extrinsic motivation is identification. This is when a person
identifies with a behavior and accepts the behavior as his or her own because it aligns
with the values they already hold (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In identification, the person
relates to the importance of the desired outcome and, therefore, engages in the behavior.
Identification is different from intrinsic motivation in that the behavior is still undesirable
for the individual to engage in, but they will do so for the common desired outcome. A
good example of identification is a person who does their homework because they see it
as valuable, while as mentioned in the previous paragraph, those who do it simply
because their parents or teachers insist, remain at the introjected stage (McLean, 2006).
Another example is frequent dieting. When the individual believes in the
importance of maintaining a healthy body, but does not enjoy dieting, as opposed to an
individual who changes their diet as a way of life. This form of extrinsic motivation is
the beginning of more self-autonomy because of the personal value connected to the
importance in behavior for a desired outcome.
Integrated extrinsic motivation is the fourth form. This final form, it is the most
autonomous regulation stage in that behaviors are "fully assimilated to the self" (Ryan &
Deci, 2000, p. 62). In integrated regulation people initiate a behavior due to outside
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factors, but in performing the behavior, the individual begins to see that the values align
with the self. This alignment leads to the internalizing of behavior as self-determined.
Integrated regulation shares similar qualities to intrinsic motivation; however, it is still
extrinsic motivation, because the original desired outcome is initiated by an outside factor
which only becomes internalized through careful reflection and the conveying of new
regulations to balance other behaviors. Ryan and Deci (2000) state, “the more one
internalized the reasons for an action and assimilates them to the self, the more one’s
extrinsically motivated action become self-determined” (p57).

FIG. 1 A taxonomy of human motivation adapted from Ryan and Deci (2000).
Motivation is used in various areas and is not something that has to remain
stagnant. Figure 1, which outlines the different forms of motivation. It shows the
progression of motivation which starts from the left where an individual is amotivated,
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then moves to the right where they become intrinsically motivated. An amotivated
person can be moved towards intrinsic motivation through a series of extrinsic forms of
motivation. What is important is the internalization of the self-determination theory,
which is identified as the motivating process that allows individuals to move from being
extrinsically motivated to being intrinsically motivated.
Extrinsic motivation is preferred to having no motivation at all. Both extrinsic
and intrinsic motivation can be affected by the time an individual spends in school; the
more years one is in school, the more likely their motivation will decline, both
intrinsically and extrinsically (Harter, 1981; Sansone & Morgan, 1992; Lepper, Dialdin,
& Drake, 1997). This decline is due to the fact that the further along you are in school,
the more you will start to see that there are barriers within the school system that make it
harder to finish. Some identified barriers are test taking, classroom management, the lack
of relevance of school tasks to student lives and the growing mismatch between the
characteristics of school environments with the needs of the student for autonomy, selfexpression and meaningful social interactions (Eccels & Wigfield, 2002).
Despite the multiple positive effects that extrinsic motivation, in the form of
rewards, can have, there is often a negative connotation associated with the usage of this
strategy. The research suggest that extrinsic rewards often have no universal effect,
rather the effect depends on the meaning of the reward to the particular individual (Eccels
& Wigfield, 2002). In addition, in many cases extrinsic motivation only deters intrinsic
motivation when the extrinsic reward was found to be controlling or negative in itself, as
in the avoidance of consequences. Therefore, jumping from the low end of extrinsic
motivation and moving to intrinsic motivation would be unfathomable. However, it is
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possible to help a student move towards intrinsic motivation when “practices promote
their senses of personal autonomy, when schoolwork is challenging and relevant to
students, when social relationships are supportive, and when environments are physically
and psychologically safe.” (Eccels & Wigfield, 2002). The challenge lies in what to use
as extrinsic motivation when making the transition between the different forms of
motivation and how to ensure that the transition is forward moving instead of regressive.
After all, “the freedom to be intrinsically motivated becomes increasingly curtailed by
social demands and roles that require individuals to assume responsibility for
nonintrinsically interesting tasks.” (Eccels & Wigfield, 2002).
Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation can impact the performance of students
pursuing higher education. Deci (1975), Ryan and Deci (2000) as well as Pintrich and
Schunk (2002) have done extensive work on extrinsic and intrinsic motivation in
education. More specifically, the interplay between these two types of motivation
involving immigrant communities has not been well studied. One study by Easley,
Bianco and Leech (2012) addressing Latino students discusses how parental sacrifices
affects students’ motivation to continue and complete school. Latino students expressed
that seeing sacrifices by their parents, such as working two jobs and working late hours
so their children would not have to worry about finances or working themselves, was
motivation to help Latino students do well in school. This is a form of extrinsic
motivation.
Lor (2011) looked at the perceptions and motivations toward higher education
among Hmong high school students. In her brief study, she found that Hmong students
were highly extrinsically motivated to pursue higher education. Family, friends and
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future goals impacted the students’ motivation. Extrinsic factors such as seeing parents
struggle to support the family, understanding the financial gains of a college education
and receiving good grades were seen as great motivators for these Hmong high school
students to continue and pursue their higher education degree. Through obtaining their
degrees, they wanted to give back to the community, and to provide financial security for
themselves and their families. Lor’s (2011) study did not mention any form of intrinsic
motivation for these high school students.
Supple, McCoy and Yudan (2010) also found that parental influence is a great
motivator for Hmong students in higher education. Lor’s (2011) findings are also
supported by Supple, McCoy and Yudan (2010) which address the struggles of parents
which then become motivators for their children. Not only were these students motivated
by the struggles, but these sacrificial acts were further imprinted in their minds, and later
continued to fuel their motivation to obtain higher education and provide for themselves
and their parents (Lamborn & Moua, 2008; Lee, 2012;Supple, McCoy, & Yudan, 2010).
Easley, Jr., Bianco and Leech (2012) studied the motivation of students of
Mexican heritage and found that their "gana” or desire to succeed, (p. 169) was a strong
source of motivation for students to succeed academically in higher education. In a
similar study, Yosso (2005) found that aspirations also led to a strong desire to achieve
higher educational success. Yosso (2005) defined aspirational as the "ability to maintain
hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers" (p. 77).
Aspirational capital is part of what Yosso (2005) identified as the six forms of cultural
capital (aspiration, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, and resistant) that
communities of color can use to cultivate cultural wealth. Aspirational capital is
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achieved through dreaming of "possibilities beyond their present circumstances, often
without the objective means to attain those goals" (p. 77). Several studies showed that
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is a central factor in academic success among college
students (Griffin, 2006; Hwang, Echols, & Vrongistinos, 2002; Miserandino, 1996; Ryan
& Deci, 2000; Schweinle, & Helmong, 2011; Vallerand, Forteir, & Guay, 1992; Walker,
Greene, & Mansell, 2006).
In summary, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are two different types of
motivation. The goal is to move people from being motivated extrinsically to being
motivated intrinsically. This is a taxonomy of human motivation. Extrinsic motivation
relies on outside rewards and the use of external factors, whereas intrinsic motivation is
more internal. Students should be motivated by their own interests and enjoyment.
Strategies for Successful Completion
Although many have researched the doctoral experience and career paths of doctoral
students, there is little research on strategies for successful completion. A quick search of
graduate school strategies will give you links to various resources and blogs such as 101 tips for
finishing your PhD. There are far fewer scholarly articles on graduate or doctoral strategies,
probably due the wide variation of programs and requirements. Most resources focus on survival
strategies for getting through the sequential obstacle course of the dissertation process. For
instance, how to choose your advisor, how to form your doctoral committee, how to negotiate
power struggles among your committee members are all important survival strategies. Dr. Alex
Hope posted on his blog some tips and advice about finishing a Ph.D. He lists 10 tips: academia
needs you, it is YOUR PhD—take ownership, write up as you are going, love to hate your thesis,
finished is better than perfect, the written thesis is just part of the PhD, enjoy the viva, have a
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plan for life post PhD, it is worth it, and finally ignore tips 1—9 and continues on to quote a
Richard Butterworth, “ ‘The only way to find out how to do a Ph.D. is to do one. Therefore, all
advice is useless…’” It is these kind of blogs which start out sounding great, then end with some
sort of ironic humor that makes one reel at the end.
Another source for Ph.D. survival skills divides information into the following
categories: survival skills for graduate schools, the do's and don'ts to having balance in
your life, being a teachers' assistant, masters verses Ph.D., and the success of failing.
While information in each section seems to be short and simple, all focused on giving
advice to those interested in pursuing the Ph.D. The information provided appears in a
generalist view in that it does not provide advice on surviving a Ph.D in any particular
field, but one can apply this advice specifically to their field along with their own
personal experiences (PhD Survival Skills, 2015). Furthermore, colleges and universities
that offered Ph.D. programs house their own support website and an array of listed
resources to help their students be successful.
Most published strategies for doctoral students focus on writing the dissertation.
For instance Becker (1986), Davis and Parker (1997) and Zerubavel (1999) each talked
about strategies approaching and finishing the dissertation or book. Common ideas in
these resources look at time management, the importance of writing a little each day, and
selecting an advisor.
Strategies for survival at the doctoral level vary depending on the individual and
program. It is this assortment that makes finding strategies at the graduate/doctorial level
such a complexity. Each individual brings to the table their own bag of tricks that they
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have used and perfected over the years. These survival strategies include study skills,
support, attitude, advisors and experience.
Survival and coping strategies a doctoral student uses to persist their program
varies by the individual. Doctoral students are diverse in many aspects, including their
ethnicity, program of study, and gender, among others; therefore, survival strategies vary
based on the individual's exposure and understanding of the various doctoral programs.
Etzkowitz, Kemelgor, Neuschatz, and Uzzi (1992) found that "many of the
students entering graduate school are unfamiliar with the culture of an American
university, its jargon, and its conventions" (p. 15). The lack of this knowledge makes it
difficult for some to survive, particularly first generation students who are completing a
doctoral program. Being the first in their family to partake in this journey can be a
daunting process.
Another issue reported by graduate students is time management (Schlemper,
2011). There are a many resources devoted to this topic. Common is the idea of
managing time to find balance and to meet various deadlines (Zerubavel, 1999).
Planning a schedule is crucial and can be detailed to fit the individual with room for
flexibility.
Most graduate and doctoral programs expect their students to know how to
manage their time well so this tends to be left up to the student to figure out. Not much
time is devoted to this topic, and if one is weak in this area, it is up to the individual to
seek out and build their own resources. This topic tends to be very individualistic so
support network is an area that has n increase in focus for anyone going into a doctoral
program. Having a good support network is a common strategy used by many students to
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cope and survive the graduate experience (Schelmper, 2011). Most students devise their
own support network, which can consist of classmates and other friends in and outside of
academia.
At the doctoral level, another strategy is to make sure your plan to complete lines
up. The following are key components of survival strategies, from choosing the right
school and the right program, to having a good advisor, committee members, dissertation
topic and academic preparedness (Fischer & Zigmond, 1998). Fischer and Zigmond
(1998) identify four categories of survival skills graduate students need to possess in
order to be successful in graduate school and beyond. Fischer and Zigmond (1998) argue
that graduate schools need to do more than just provide graduate students "with a strong
background in their field and to teach them how to design and carry out experiments" (p.
29). Hence, Fischer and Zigmond (1998) devised four categories of survival skills that
graduate students need to acquire if they are to thrive and be successful: 1) basic skills,
including how to be a successful graduate student, 2) communication skills, specifically,
being able to convey the results of one's work through publications and oral
presentations, 3) job skills, for finding and maintaining employment; and 4) advanced
skills, including teaching, grant writing, and personnel management (Fischer & Zigmond,
1998).
Basic Skills for Survival
Within the basic skills needed by a student to survive graduate school, Fischer and
Zigmond (1998) outlined the following six themes: learn to create, think ahead and plan
backwards, choosing an advisor, developing a plan of study, selecting a dissertation topic,
and establishing and using an advising committee.
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In the first theme, learning to create, the graduate student must deal with the
transition from undergraduate to graduate school. Graduate students must make a shift in
their thinking from being “consumers' of knowledge" to "'creators' of new knowledge"
(Fischer & Zigmond, 1998). In their new found role as graduate students, they need to
move beyond the basic skills they learned as undergraduates and become more
inquisitive, able to critically analyze materials instead of depending on their
memorization skills (Fischer & Zigmond, 1998). In the process, graduate students must
realize that it is not the system, but "they themselves, who must push them to excel" (p.
31).
In the second theme, think ahead and plan backwards, graduate students must
broaden their opportunities and set achievable long-term goals. Keeping their goals in
sight, students then plan backwards; to first "plot out what they will need to learn and do
in order to obtain and succeed in the position they desire, setting milestones to track their
progress" (p. 31). This process will also enable the student to assess if their program
offers pertinent and competent training for their purposes, which aids finally with their
own sense of internal motivation (Fischer & Zigmond, 1998).
For the third theme of choosing an advisor, Baird (1995) found that the doctoral
advisor is the most crucial relationship that a doctoral student will develop during their
tenure in a doctoral program. Therefore, choosing an advisor is a vital task graduate
students need to accomplish early on. In the literature, the terms of advisor and mentor
are often used to mean the same thing to explain the association among a doctoral student
and faculty member (Heinrich, 1995; Valadez, 1998; Zhao, Golde, & McKormick, 2007).
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Furthermore, the doctoral student and advisor relationship often progresses to a mentormentee relationship.
Often, new graduate students are not aware of the various choices they have in
selecting an advisor. Fisher and Zigmond (1998) recommended talking to present and
former students to get a better picture of their experiences. The advisor/student
relationship is a long-term relationship that goes beyond lasses, so doctoral students need
to keep this in mind when choosing an advisor (Barnes & Austin, 2009). One advisor
may not be able to meet the various needs of doctoral students, particularly students of
color, so Fisher and Zigmond (1998) suggested building a pool of mentors who can
collectively work with the needs of the student. This is especially helpful for students of
color who are not able to find mentors and role models of the same ethnicity.
In theme four, developing a plan of study and setting dates to benchmark
milestones will help the doctoral student visually and realistically map out their path to
graduation. Institutions differ in their processes and may or may not have a plan of study
for their students. For many, having this visual map will help the doctoral student see the
light at the end of the tunnel.
Theme five addresses selecting a dissertation topic. Finding a topic that fits the
scope of the doctoral student is crucial to their motivation. One usually works at least an
average of five years on their dissertation, so to have passion for your topic is a necessity.
Some go further and choose their topic at the beginning of their program and use the
same topic for most of their various writing assignments for the different classes.
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Theme six revolves around establishing and using an advising committee. Fisher
& Zigmond (1998) recommend setting one up early as they provide a professional
network, a variety of advice, and serve as a forum for discussions.
Communication Skills
The second category of survival skills is communication skills. Included in this
section is written and oral communication, language skills, and networking. Being able
to communicate efficiently in writing is crucial to the doctoral student's training. In
addition to writing assignments in classes and writing the dissertation, doctoral students
need to know about writing for publication. Written language skills include the ability to
write proficiently using academic language. Every program has their own academic
language and each dissertation candidate must be familiar with the jargon of one’s own
area of expertise.
Oral communication is just as important and doctoral students need to build up
these skills, as they will be called upon to do various presentations. Integral in this
process are the skills and abilities of the doctoral student to talk about their work easily
with another person (Fisher & Zigmond, 1998). Some programs provide practice in this
area by holding mock defenses, which allows students to experience defending their
research. These programs also encourage their doctoral candidates to present at scholarly
conferences providing practice in verbally sharing their topic with others. The usage of
oral language skills requires one to be proficient in the use of academic language while
speaking. Doctoral students need to be competent and speak fluently in their field.
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Job Skills
The third category is job skills. In this area, it is important to consider a range of
options and to not limit your opportunities. If a doctoral student is looking for a tenuretrack position, though limited in availability, the student should continue to seek out these
opportunities by looking for mentors and role models who can help them achieve their
goal (Fisher & Zigmond, 1998). It is also important while looking for these opportunities
to fine tune and practice interviewing skills. Depending on the program, doctoral
programs offer various different types of opportunities for their students to increase their
skills in this area. For instance, at the University of Leiden, PhD candidates who are in
their final year can register for an interview skills course that will assist the candidates in
preparing their CVs and letter of application. It is their motto to help their candidates
present themselves in the job market through a CV, a letter of application, and the
interview (Leiden University, 2016).
Advanced Skills
The final category of doctoral survival skills is what Fisher and Zigmond (1998)
identified as advanced skills. These are specific additional skills which hone in on the
end goal of the individual. For instance, if the end goal of a doctoral student is to be
teaching in academia, then they should look for ways to enhance and build on their
teaching skills. Much support is provided in these area by universities that have centers
for teaching and writing. There are resources such as the teaching scholar.
In the teacher-scholar model teaching is emphasize as the first priority (Ruscio,
2013). Understanding and shaping the minds of students for the future is an important
task in this model. Many feel that being a teacher is just not knowing your content but
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being able to build a community of learners which enhances learning (Guinne, 2006). In
addition to being able to teach and connecting with students, scholarship is a big
component. Most institutions want their professors to published and engage and
participate professional presentations (Ruscio, 2013).
Grant writing is in the area of scholarship and many universities expect their
faculty to write grants. University offices of research and scholarly programs provide
classes on learning how to write grants. This is considered as important as writing
articles for peer-reviewed publication. For instance, in 1998 the Laney Graduate School
of Emory University incorporated grant writing classes to their graduate students (Kahn,
Conn, Pavlath, & Corbett, 2016). This idea has since grew and built as an integral part of
the graduate curriculum.
Personal management is the idea of getting along with others, which is believed to
be as important as scholarship. Some universities call this collaborative leadership and
emphasize certain dispositions such as striving for shared understanding, seeking
beneficial solutions, having a passion for excellence, taking on responsibility for yourself
and others and interpersonal relationship management. Being a team player is a
requirement in some departments/universities.
Fisher and Zigmond (1998) identified the survival skills necessary to complete the
doctoral degree and to successfully go beyond. They argue that it is not enough for a
graduate program to just provide the basic skills necessary for one to complete their
doctoral degree; advanced skills are needed for the doctoral student to survive beyond
their degree and to obtain employment.

33

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

34
Summary

Motivation and survival strategies are crucial for the doctoral student to complete
their training. Having the doctoral degree will catapult them into the higher education
world they will enter to pursue their professional careers. It is with this degree in hand
that students will be intrinsically or extrinsically motivated to push themselves to enter
the realm of professional careers.
Hmong women need motivation to get through the various unforeseen challenges
of pursuing higher education, especially, being the first person in their family to pursue a
degree to this caliber. Then they will need to utilize and devise their own strategy toward
completion of their doctoral degree. We look now at the experiences of women of color
who pursued their doctorate.
Experiences in Doctoral Programs for Women
No one has examined the experience of Hmong American women doctoral students. Due
to the lack of specific literature, it is necessary to explore studies of other underrepresented
groups of women doctoral students (i.e. Asian, African American/Black, Native American, and
Hispanic/Latino). It is important to note the lack of literature on experiences of minority women
in doctoral programs, in general. What little is out there, is limited. These underrepresented
groups have a longer history of assimilating into the mainstream culture; therefore, they have
lessons to share. The limited research on the experiences of women of color in doctoral
programs indicates that more research is needed to further examine and acknowledge their
contribution.
The number of women earning their doctorates in the U.S. is steadily increasing
according to the Survey of Earned Doctorates (2005). In 2005, U.S. institutions of higher
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education granted 43,354 doctorates. Out of the 43, 354 recipients, females earned 45.2% of all
doctorates compared to 22% in 1975. 20% of the new doctorates earned were from
underrepresented groups. According to this survey, Blacks earned 1,688 doctorates; Asians
earned 1,493, Hispanics earned 1,294, American Indians/Alaska Natives earned 139, and
Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders earned 67.Within each racial/ethnic group, the male and
female ratio varied significantly. White women earned 50% of doctorates; Black women earned
65%; American Indian women earned 60%; Hispanic women earned 58 percent; and Asian
women earned 49%. However, in 2004, Asian women and men earned doctorates at the same
rate (Survey of Earned Doctorates, 2005). Although the number of doctorates women earned
increased, the length of time to earn a doctorate also increased. According to Hoffer, Dugoni,
Sanderson, Sederstrom, Ghadialy et al. (2001), 8.7 years was the median length of time it took
from baccalaureate to doctorate awarded in all fields of study in 1975. However, by 2000, this
number increased to 10.3 years.
According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2010), fewer women than men completed a
doctoral degree. Further examinations on the demographics of women doctoral completion show
the number of minority women represent small percentages. For example, Latina women
enrolled in doctorate programs represent only 4% of the total number of women who have
earned doctorate degree (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010). Statistical data from the U.S.
Bureau of the Census indicates that women, particularly women of color, are less likely to
acquire a doctoral degree in spite of their high enrollment (U.S. Department of Education,
2010).This points to the fact that women are at higher risk for graduate/doctoral degree attrition.
Asian American Women's Experiences.

The term Asian American, Asian, or Pacific

Islander is a broad term used to amalgamate many Asian groups into one category (Hume, 1998;
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Lee & Kumashiro, 2005). The 1990 Census of the Population included the following ethnic
groups as Asian Pacific American (APA): Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Asian Indian,
Vietnamese, Hawaiian, Cambodian, Laotian, Hmong, Thai, Samoan, Guamanian, and many
others. The complexity of this term, APA, lends to the difficulty of understanding the
experiences of this particular group of Hmong American women. Since the 1965 Immigration
Act, the term APA emerged as a way to include the diversity within the new Asian immigrant
and refugee groups (Hume, 1998). Hume (1998) looked at the experiences of APA women in
higher education and found these APA women are “frequently ignored, feel unwelcome in higher
education, lack a sense of belonging, and are silenced by the academia culture” (p. 3). These
women also “encounter barriers in the academic pipeline” and researchers use the term “chilly
climate” to capture their experience in the academy (Hume, 1998).
The model minority myth has been harmful to Asians Americans (Green & Kim, 2005;
Hume, 1998; Walker-Moffat, 1995). This stereotype leads the majority culture to believe that all
Asians are highly accomplished and that through their hard work, they prevailed over issues of
racism in all arenas (Green & Kim, 2005). Korean women saw this model minority myth as a
burden and believed this to be the reason why there is not a lot of support to assist them through
their ordeal as doctoral students. Another theme of Green and Kim’s study (2005) centered on
labels of “cute little Asian girls” versus being assertive women (p. 491). Stereotypes of the
model minority myth and of Korean women led these individuals to create coping strategies that
would assist them in being successful in their studies.
Hume (1998) also noted stereotypes such as the model minority and “exotic” or “passive”
Asian women are damaging to Asian American women in higher education. Exotic or passive,
obedient, and demure are words often used to describe Asian American women. These words
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contribute to the difficulty Asian American women encounter in academia and are often
“overlooked for advancement” opportunities. For instance, in Hume’s study a Vietnamese
American woman undergraduate student stated, “I think of Asian women as being strong, even
mean. I had to learn that Asian women in America are supposed to be docile” (p. 10).
Maher, Ford, and Thompson (2004) found the following factors affected women doctoral degree
progress: funding resources, advising relationship, research preparation and opportunities, and
individual concerns about family, marital, or health problems. Of particular note is the finding
not having the “right” mentor or advisor.
Women Experiences. Ulku-Steiner, Kurtz-Costes, and Kinlaw (2000) studied experiences of
women in male-dominated doctoral programs and found they tended to have lower academic
self-concept. The authors replicated their first study in an attempt to generalize their findings.
Other research looked specifically at experiences of women of color in nursing doctoral
programs and found extreme cases of overt discrimination of women of color; yet their White
counter parts were unaware that such racism existed at all (Hassouneh-Phillips & Beckett, 2003).
When minority students report feelings and perceptions of experiencing discrimination, it is
usually more prevalent in the Black minority groups (Hassouneh-Phillips & Beckett, 2003;
Nettles, 1990).
American Indian/Alaska Native Women's Experiences (AI/AN). American Indians overall
encompass a small fraction of a percent (.4%) of doctoral degrees in the United States (U.S.
Department of Education, 2004). The numbers are even smaller when this percent is further
broken down to look at American Indian women. Regardless of the small number, American
Indian/Alaska Native Women are pursuing doctoral programs and encountering various barriers.
Henning (1999) looked at success and completion rate of American Indians in their doctoral

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

38

programs. The study found several key themes which contributed to American Indians overall
educational experience. Themes ranged from cultural conflicts, mentoring experiences, goal
commitment, and motivation to financial issues as the reasons for doctoral completion.
In another study by Fox (2013) who looked at the experiences of 13 American
Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) women completing their doctoral programs found that women
encountered barriers in their programs. Barriers that women encountered ranged from personal
situations, cultural aspects, finances, academics, climate issues, racism, sexism, and gender bias.
These women then devise strategies to help them overcome such barriers identified above. This
research utilized the Indigenous values of relationships, responsibility, respect and reciprocity
and critical Indigenous research methodologies. Using these unique frameworks allowed Fox
(2013) to analyze materials that will be true to her participants.
Along similar lines of discrimination and lack of understanding from fellow classmates as
well as professors in her graduate program, Native American woman, Farina King (2014), spoke
to an ASU Graduate Women’s Association about her own graduate experience. King shared
moments where she withdrew from her program and reminded her audience to be respectful of
all humans.
African American Women's Experiences. Williams, Brewley, Reed, White and Davis-Haley
(2005) used the concept of Black Feminist Thought to help us understand the experiences of
three Black women graduate students. The women shared their graduate experiences with other
Black women in academia, who served as their mentors, through "open dialogue." This "open
dialogue" process allowed the graduate students to learn to "read each other." Williams, et al.
(2005) stated, "’Hooks' (1990) notion of reading each other helps create ways of connecting their
various experiences. Reading each other, means treating each other with respect and support.
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When Black women read each other, they become aware of and more sensitive to the
experiences of other Black women despite their social positions" (p. 182). When this is
accomplished, Black women set in motion a course of action to support one another. In this
instance, the process gave way for Black women to aid and support each other through their
journey in graduate school (Williams, et. al, 2005). Through this open dialogue process,
Williams, et. al (2005) found themes of identity, community service missions, and empowerment
that Black women experience in their graduate experience.
DeNeal (2004) studied African American women doctoral experiences and created a
conceptual Model of Minority Doctoral Persistence (MDP). There were nine subthemes used as
factors contributed to the MDP: mentor/advisor relationship, cohort member influence,
university support, family support, spirituality, isolation/invisibility, writing-academic abilities,
lack of finances, and racial institutional. A key finding in DeNeal's research was the lack of
ethnic minority mentors in institutions of higher education for women of color. DeNeal (2004)
found that having a mentor in the doctoral program was essential to the success of the African
American doctorate students. Combating feelings of isolation or invisibility is something the
African American women doctoral students encounter in their journey.
Similarly, Lewis, Ginsberg, Davis, and Smith (2004) examined the lived experiences and
barriers African American doctoral students encounter at predominantly White universities. The
participants in their study identified the following experiences: feelings of isolation, feeling
different, a positive relationship with peers, and successfully negotiating the university system.
Patton and Harper (2003) studied same-sex mentoring for African American women in
graduate programs. The participants attended predominantly White universities and reflected on
the advantages of an African American female mentor. Participants listed the following as
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advantages a) learning survival skills, b) having a mother figure in academic, and 3) feeling a
sense of comfort.
Latina/Hispanic/Chicanas Women's Experiences. The academic pursuit of MexicanAmerican women has been compounded with difficulty and barriers. Interestingly, Melville
(1980) identified this group as "twice a minority." Like the label given to Asian American, this
group has been given the label Hispanic American which comprises of many different regions
which can include Mexican/Cuban.
Espinoza (2010) found that Latina doctoral candidates with strong "familismo" cultural
value struggle to balance between being a "good" daughter with higher education aspirations.
Familismo is having a strong position and commitment around the family (Espinoza, 2010).
Even against these obstacles, Latina doctoral candidates are finding ways to reach their higher
education aspirations. Gonzalez (2006) looked at academic socialization experiences of Latina
doctoral students and found support systems, challenges, resistance methods and problems with
claiming their academic voice. Support systems from positive K-12 experiences and academic
preparation helped shaped the confidence level of Latinas. Setting the tone for their overall
negative educational experiences were challenges of overt and covert forms of racism. These
challenges led some to feelings of isolation and tokenism (Gonzalez, 2006).
Castro, V., Garcia, Cavazos and Castro, A. (2011) used resiliency and emotional
intelligence (EI) frameworks to examine the experiences of women pursuing their doctorates in
counseling. Their participants consisted of four White women and three Latina women. Themes
that emerged from this finding are: a) attributes (independence), attitudes (internal locus of
control and resolve/perseverance), and motivations (desire to demonstrate aptitude, utilizing
negative experiences as motivation, education as means of validation, and desire for more); b)
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extrinsic supportive factors (positive mentors and significant marital relationships); and c)
negative external factors (lack of parental/family support, lack of a good father figure, and
isolation from family).
Achor and Morales (1990) looked at the educational achievement of 100 Chicanas
holding doctorate degrees. They found 79% of their participants reported that they see
themselves as very traditional or somewhat traditional families. A large majority of the
participants indicted their family was encouraging and supportive of their pursuit for higher
education. This indicates that the majority of the participants came from families who saw the
self-worth behind their daughters' efforts and supported and encouraged them to seek higher
education. Parents instilled high levels of aspirations and motivations. Of the 100 Chicanas in
Achor and Morales' (1990) study, 65% reported experiencing some form of racial or gender
discrimination and 34% indicated racism/sexism and other institutionally related factors
comprising main obstacles in seeking their degrees. Forty-three percent reported cases of
negative treatment or attitudes by faculty members, and 27% were from their academic advisors.
Some examples of these negative statements are:
' People of your background seldom complete a doctoral program.' One participant stated,
"the major barrier that I encountered were some of my professors. Their attitudes were
generally racist in nature and it took a lot out of me emotionally to constantly have to
prove my competency in the various areas of study. (Achor & Morales, 1990, p. 279)
Sixty-one of the participants were married and reported 55% of their husbands as "' very
supportive'" (Achor & Morales, 1990, p. 279). Childcare was an issue for those with children
and found it difficult to meet their sometimes "'overwhelming demands'" (Achor & Morales,
1990, p. 279). Even though many reported getting assistance to help fund their education,
many still found funding their education to be a big barrier, and some reported feeling, " 'guilty
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for not working to help support the family’" (p. 279). An overwhelming 52% reported dropping
out at least one semester for "economic hardships or familial obligations" (p. 279).
This study revealed that even though Mexican-American women experienced challenges,
they found ways to overcome embedded problems "through persistence, motivation, family
support, and a strong will to succeed" (Archor & Morales, 1990). Though their numbers are
small, given time, more Chicanas will join the ranks. This pursuit of higher education is highly
valued and sought after.
Conclusion
A common thread of the minority doctoral student experience is the issue of financial
assistance, lack of mentors, family support, juggling the demands of family responsibilities with
school demands, and finding a voice in academia. Black doctoral students receive the least
amount of graduate fellowships. Blacks and Hispanics experienced the most perceived
discrimination from institutions (Castellanos et. al. 2006; Gonzalez, 2006; Green & Scott, 2003;
Hassouneh-Phillips & Beckett, 2003; Nettles, 1990; Nettles & Millett, 2006).
The Hmong have a long history of assimilating into the majority culture while
maintaining their cultural identity. Although they appear to have assimilated, they still maintain
strong ties to the Hmong culture. Studies show that Hmong women’s quest for higher education
continues to meet resistance in their own families as well as that of institutions of higher
education. However, the lack of Hmong women’s involvement in education in Laos and
Thailand left many yearning to fill that void and a few have persisted. The ever changing role of
Hmong women continues to evolve as they fully participate in higher education in the U.S. Even
though early marriage continues to be an issue for Hmong women, many are still pursuing higher
education after marriage.
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Education may have liberated some Hmong women, but at what cost remains to be seen.
In order to gain a better understanding of Hmong American women’s experiences in higher
education, particularly in doctoral experiences, the motivations, aspirations, and strategies need
to be explored. In the next chapter, I will explore the methodological framework for this study.
I examine the qualitative study as a way to provide voice for the Hmong American women’s
perceptions and experiences in a doctoral program followed by data collection and analysis
procedures.

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

44

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Historically, the Hmong excluded women from pursuing education in while in Laos and
Thailand; however, upon immigration to the U.S., anecdotal evidence suggests that Hmong
women are pursing higher education at a high rate. This research was to gain a better
understanding of Hmong American women’s experiences in obtaining a doctoral degree in the
U.S. There is a lack of literature on the experiences of Hmong women in doctoral programs, and
I hope to add to the body of knowledge. I desired to understand the high achievement of each
participant’s journey as a rite of passage into the professional world. Attention was placed on
how each participant experienced their doctoral program from their own perspectives and
perception, in particular their motivations, aspirations, and strategies used for completion of a
doctoral program.
.

First, I describe the importance of doing qualitative research and examine how using this

method will allow me to collect the best data for my research. Next, I describe how I identified
my participants. In this section, I also explain my biases as researcher as well as my lens as a
participant researcher.
Overview of Approach
I conducted a qualitative study in order to examine experiences of Hmong American
women doctoral students. I wanted to explore their perspectives and perceptions. Denzin and
Lincoln (2000) described qualitative research as:
… a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of
interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the
world. They turn the world into a series of representations…at this level, qualitative
research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that
qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of,
or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them (p. 3).
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In qualitative research, the researcher exists as the instrument (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000)
attempting to give meaning to what is heard, experienced, or seen. Qualitative research intends
to help researchers understand people and the social and cultural contexts within which they live
(Creswell, 2009). In particular, individual interviews will be the primary method used in this
research.
Spradley (1979) and Mishler (1989) stated interviews should be open-ended and dialogue
based to permit the mutual sharing of information. Interviews are a form of focused discussions
that permit the researcher to collect information directly from the point of view expressed by the
research subject. In addition, Barribal and While (1994) assert semi-structured interviews are
"well suited for the exploration of the perceptions and opinions of respondents regarding
complex and sometimes sensitive issues and enable probing for more information and
clarification of answers" (p. 330). The liberty to probe, the primary trait of semi-structured
interviews, enhance the reliability of the data collected by permitting clarification, intense
exploration, and participation recollection (Patton, 2002).
I built relationships with my participants through the common experience we share. I am
in the process of completing my doctorate, and most of my participants have completed or are in
the process of completing their doctoral degree. We are all Hmong women. Most participants
are married; one other participant and I are both single. A qualitative approach gives voice to
Hmong women’s experiences as they learn to navigate the graduate student process.
Overcoming obstacles proved to be difficult but not out of reach for these women as they
continued to strive for their ultimate degrees.
The qualitative research approach used to capture the lived experiences of Hmong
American women in a doctoral program is phenomenological. These experiences are captured in
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the voices of the participant that stir the reader and tell them as shared experiences (Patton,
2002). According to Merriam (1998), shared experiences provide meanings to a commonly
understood phenomenon that is mutually experienced. In a phenomenological study, these
shared experiences are the focus.
Phenomenology is intentionality. For instance, "humans live (exist) in relation to a
world, other persons, and objects; that is, as humans exist and are constructed by our relations
with others" (Olivares et. al. 2006, p. 78). Therefore, it is important to understand individual's
experiences and thus imperative to the phenomenological approach.
Data Collection
Participants were identified by word of mouth and by attending various conferences.
Once participants were known communication take place to recruit for their involvement and
appointments were set. I requested that each participant sign a consent form for the study (see
Appendix B). Upon receipt of signed release form and the agreement of the participants, I
contacted participants to set up an interview time. I scheduled each participant for a two to three
hour session, with the shortest session lasting two hours and the longest session lasting 5 1/2
hours long. I conducted the sessions in a semi-private location suggested by the participant; I
audio-recorded each session for transcription and analysis.
Participants met the criteria I set for this study. They are Hmong American women, have
completed or are in the process of completing a doctoral degree in the U.S. The number of
people meeting my criteria was small, but noteworthy to pursue. I identified participants through
community members and snowball sampling. When the researcher does not have access to
adequate people who meet the criteria seeking this is the method of choice (Heckathorn, 1997).
After interviewing my participants, I asked them to refer other people who fit my study criteria.
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In addition, I intentionally sought out Hmong American women meeting my criteria by attending
conferences that would draw them out to present or conduct workshops. For instance, I attended
the Hmong National Development Conference, Concordia's International Conference on Hmong
Studies, and Hmong Women's National Conference--Building on Hmong Women's Assets: Past,
Present and Future. Through these methods, I found eight Hmong American women from
Wisconsin and Minnesota.
I used a semi-structured interview approach with each participant in order to elicit the
most in-depth data possible. I started with a set of key questions, but I also asked the Hmong
women to describe, elaborate, and discuss specific aspects of their perceptions and experiences
that pre-determined questions may not address. With permission from the participants, I recorded
and later transcribed the interviews.
Data Analysis
After I conducted each interview, I transcribed and sorted the data into general categories
based on themes that emerged. Analysis of collected data was ongoing. The analyzed data
revealed themes embodied in the Hmong women’s responses. I then used these as the
foundation of data analysis.
During the data collecting stage, I also wrote observational comments about each
interview. After each interview, I reflected in a research journal to add to the rich data and
triangulated results as I built my thematic analysis. Because the participants were Hmong, they
used Hmong and English interchangeably throughout their responses. Van Manen (1990)
proposed language is important in illustrating the lived experience, so I captured both languages
in their responses and, when appropriate, interpreted the Hmong into English for the wider
audience.
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Credibility and Validity
Koch (2006) stated, "credibility is enhance when researchers describe and interpret their
experiences as researcher" (p. 92). As I interviewed each participant and their comfort level
during the interview increased, I could see all the years and hard work they each put into their
program on their faces. Each one would have that faraway look as they recalled the various
memories--good and bad. There were strong emotions like teary eyes, sadness, and irritation. I
believe that this interview was invigorating for the participants as well as for the researcher.
This may be the first time my participants have been able to relive their overall doctoral
experiences since completion or close to completion of their degree. They are eager to share
their experiences, particularly, as this may be hard for them to do with family members who may
not understand the process or share the experience.
After transcribing the interview, I sent transcripts of interviews to each participant for
review and clarification. I ensured internal validity through triangulation and reviews by
professional colleagues who have done research studies on the Hmong. I asked two professional
colleagues to review my analysis. This process provided for validation that I correctly reflected
the perspectives of the participants' experiences. This research was data driven from the
participants through their interview. Themes and subthemes surfaced and participants' words
supported this evidence.
Researcher’s Background Related to the Issues and Bias
I am a thirty something Hmong American woman who has lived and studied in the U.S.
for the majority of my life. My family and I first arrived from Thailand in 1979. A Catholic
church in Indiana sponsored my family and we proceeded to make the most of our new life here
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in the U.S. As an eight-year-old who had never been on a plane before or spoke a single word of
English, I had no notion of the obstacles and barriers that lay ahead in this new land.
Like other immigrants, I encountered challenges growing up in the U.S. such as the
acquisition and acculturation of a new language and custom. I also faced acclimating to my new
environment, dealing with financial insecurity, and clashing with covert and overt forms of
discrimination. Furthermore, as a Hmong woman, I encountered various gender issues, such as
pressure for early marriage and expectations of the role of a daughter. Regardless of these
challenges, I persisted and continued to obtain my baccalaureate, masters, and currently am in
pursuit of my doctoral degree.
Along the path of pursing my doctoral degree, I was always curious if there were other
Hmong American women on the same path or who have already attained their doctorate. I
hoped to connect with one and have a mentor through this process. In addition, I was looking for
affirmation into this unknown territory. Sadly, I was unable to connect with another fellow
Hmong American woman who had already accomplished this task that some of us only dreamt
of doing one day. Once I started on my path to attaining my doctorate, I started to hear about
other Hmong American women who have their doctorate already. I desired to capture the stories
of these high achieving individuals for the younger generation.
My ethnicity and doctoral candidate status adds an insider's perspective to the research,
having lived the questions that I asked Hmong women participants. I do not intend to speak on
behalf of the participants. I have been vigilant in representing my work as speaking with my
participants, not for them. To the best of my abilities, I hope to portray their experiences and
whenever possible, in their own words to verify and honor their lived experiences.
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Limitations
As a member of the same ethnic group I am studying, my gender and my own doctoral
experiences may cloud my vision. In addition, it may add to the type of a particular lived
experience(s) as described by my participants. The homogenous nature of my participants may
make it difficult to generalize findings to other groups. I chose all of the participants from the
social science disciplines for the sole purpose of a shared doctoral process.
Summary
This qualitative study looks at the motivations and strategies devised by Hmong
American women in a doctoral program. The semi-structured interview and observer comments
primarily contributed to the data. I desired to understand the high achievement of each
participant’s journey as a rite of passage into the professional world. In the remaining chapters, I
discuss and analyze the findings of this study and draw conclusions based upon what I learned.
Participants
Eight Hmong American women who completed or are in the process of completing their
doctorate participated in my study. This chapter introduces the women who agreed to participate
in my study. In order to protect the identity of these women, I used pseudonyms to refer to each
participant. While protecting their identities, I intentionally chose every day Hmong names to
refer to these women. I believe this is important in grounding their identities. When conducting
research, it is important to protect the identity of participants in every way possible to ensure
safety and reduce risks. Even though I promised to protect their anonymity, they also knew and
understood the risk since there are a small number of Hmong American women that fit the
criteria of my research. Knowing this, they still agreed to participate in my study because they
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understood how important it was to be able to share their stories with the younger generation.
Furthermore, my participants understand that their stories can help pave the way for others who
may be interested in following in their steps, but lack the “know-how.” Each participant of this
study genuinely and whole-heartedly shared her story.
Table 4.1 provides an overview of my participants—types of degree earned, their birth
country, year their family immigrated to the U.S., grade they started in school, age of each of my
participants during our interview, and their marital status were important questions that helped
me understand participants in my study. Participants of this study ranged in age from 28 to 38
years at the time of the interviews. At the time of the interview, six completed their doctorate
degree, and two were in the process of writing their dissertation. Each of these individuals spoke
fluent English and Hmong and used both languages interchangeably. I follow this table with
more detailed introductions to each woman.
Table 4.1
Participant Chart
Participant Degree
Earned

Country of
Origin

Year arrived
in US

Grade
Age
Started in US
School

Marital
Status

Kia

Ed.D.

Laos

1978

K

38

M

Nou

IP

Thailand

1976

K

33

M

Mee

Ph.D.

U.S.

1979

Head start

28

S

May

IP

U.S.

1979

Head start

28

M

Tia

Ph.D.

Laos

1980

3rd Grade

38

M

Hlee

Ph.D.

Laos

1980

K

36

M

Pa

Ph.D.

Laos

1976

K

34

M

Foua

Ph.D.

Thailand

1979

K

31

M
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Several of the participants' characteristics are important to consider. Participants varied
in their time in their degree program and faced different challenges (finances, meeting family
expectations and needs, life-work balance, experience/time in the U.S., and familiar status within
the Hmong community). Most universities required doctoral students complete their programs
within seven years. The time each participant of this study spent in her doctoral program ranged
from three and a half to six and a half years. Completion time depended on what was going on
in her personal life and the way in which she approached her doctoral work. Each of my
participants felt they finished in a timely manner.
Several participants enjoyed the benefit of not having to worry about how to pay for their
doctorate degree. Tia and Pa received fellowships, Hlee received a Gates Scholarship, Foua
received a research grant, and Nou took advantage of graduate/teaching assistant positions. On
the other hand, Kia found the doctorate degree to be financially difficult. Working full-time and
being a doctorate student did not leave much time for her to explore scholarships or other
financial support. In addition, she had many roles: mom, wife, daughter-in-law, and student.
Finding the time and trying to balance everything was a constant struggle.
Six of the eight participants were born in Thailand or Laos and two of the eight
participants were born in the U.S. Nou, who was born in Thailand, jokes about missing the
opportunity to run for president as she was three months old when her family came to the U.S.
The two participants born in the U.S. had the opportunity to attend private high school. Only one
of the participants, Mee, is single. Others in the study either married while in college or waited
until after they obtained their doctorate to get married.
These participants' families decided to come to the U.S. during the time most scholars
call the first wave of Hmong immigration to the U.S. The first wave of Hmong immigrants
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signified that their family was of high status, as the first groups of Hmong to be airlifted out of
Laos were General Vang Pao and those close to him during the mid-1970s (Takaki, 1989). The
participants were the second wave of Hmong immigrant to arrive in the U.S. The third wave of
Hmong immigrants arrived in the early 2000s when all the refugee camps closed, and refugees
were given the option to become Thai citizens or to return to Laos. As history has shown, the
rest of the Hmong were left behind to fend for themselves.
Study Participants and Their Backgrounds
Kia (Ed.D.)
I have known Kia for a long time, and there was always this friendly competition
between us. Family and friends always told me that there is nothing wrong with friendly
competition among friends. I remember when she told me about her decision to pursue her
doctorate and challenged me to start the program with her. I was not surprised that she wanted to
pursue her doctorate. To me, Kia had always been very determined and focused on education.
Being the second oldest, her family expected her to set the tone for her younger siblings. The
competitive side of me wanted to jump right in with her, but the cautious side of me held back. I
believe I was not ready during that time, but deep inside, I was a little envious of her decision to
pursue her doctorate. This feeling stayed with me for quite some time and might have even
influenced my decision to pursue my doctorate later. However, had I known then what I know
now, I would have jumped in and started my doctorate program with her. It would have made
the experience less lonely, and our competitiveness would have driven both of us to finish at the
same time.
I met Kia at her house for our interview. Excited at the opportunity to share her doctorate
experiences with another colleague, she genuinely answered my interview questions with much
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thought and foresight. For Kia, making the decision to pursue her doctorate was not a difficult
decision. She discussed this with her husband, and he agreed to support her. Kia jokes with her
husband now and says it is his turn to be the student. She wants to turn around and offer him the
same support he gave her while she was the student. For Kia, having the support of her husband
and other family members were key to the successful completion of her doctorate. After
completing her doctorate, Kia and her husband had their youngest child. Kia is thirty-eight years
old and married with three children. Her oldest, a son, is in high school. Her youngest, a
daughter, is two-years old and she has another son between the two. Kia had her youngest after
she completed her doctorate degree.
She was six years old when she and her family—three brothers, three sisters and both her
parents—came to the United States in 1978. Although Kia started school in Kindergarten, her
parents had a different experience. Her mom never attended school and her father had some
minimal education in Laos. Upon arriving in the U.S., both parents learned enough English to
obtain a job and support their family. Furthering their education was not a priority at that point,
even though in their hearts, they wanted to pursue school. Kia received a bachelor’s degree in
elementary education with a minor in Teaching English as a Second Language to Speakers of
Other Languages (TESOL), completed a master’s degree in educational administration, and
earned her doctorate in 2007.
Kia completed her doctorate in three and a half years.
You know Midwestern University does not allow you to walk in commencement until
you finish your dissertation. And I wanted that degree. So in order for me to get that
degree I had to get my dissertation done. And I knew that if I didn’t get it done right
away and if I let it sit and get cool then it was going to be that much harder for me to get
back to it. And as soon as classes were done in February in 2006, I started working really
hard, all summer on my dissertation and then the rest of the school year so that by March
I’m…this much [using her hand to illustrate the length of her dissertation] done with my
dissertation. Is it the best product I put together? Probably not, but you know it did allow
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me to put into it what I learned in my 3 ½ years and it also allowed me to be able to
synthesize the information that I engaged in. So it’s certainly not going to win an award,
but it’s done.
Kia did not receive any specific grants or scholarship to help finance her doctorate degree, so it
was important to finish as soon as possible, helping keep the cost down. She completed her
doctorate degree while keeping a full-time job and trying to balance her family life. Kia's final
thought on her dissertation was, "it's certainly not going to win an award, but it's done." This is a
common phrase that I hear from other people who have completed their dissertation. They share
that comment as encouragement to finish my own dissertation.
Kia felt her doctorate degree did not transcend her gender. Other people in the Hmong
community still expect her to behave like a Hmong woman in order for the Hmong community
to accept her. Kia elaborated on this:
Because in the Hmong culture my doctorate [degree] doesn’t elevate me to the status of a
man. It just elevates me among the women, you know, it doesn’t change my gender so
that I can now sit and eat and talk with the men.
This is an interesting comment in that perhaps some people harbor the belief that if you have
obtained the highest educational degree possible, regardless of gender, respect should be fairly
bestowed upon that person. Furthermore, that person should then be able to participate in the
discussions with the circle of men during various family gatherings. However, Kia feels
differently. She believes her education makes her stand out among only the Hmong women.
Kia employs her own ways of communicating with the Hmong men at gatherings. For
instance, if the men are having a conversation and Kia has a better idea, she does not interject her
opinion. She tells her husband and provides him the opportunity to relay her thoughts and be her
voice. Kia understands and respects the Hmong culture. She does not want to be too much of a
radical; she thinks this would lead people to comment that her education caused her to change.
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The Hmong culture can view too much change negatively, especially for Hmong woman. Others
may wonder if any changes with Kia's interactions within the community were due to her
education and thus make them caution others against educating Hmong woman.
Being one of two people of color in the program was somewhat of a disadvantage for Kia
as well. At times, she found it to be an “awkward feeling.” What made the situation even harder
was that the other person of color was an international student, so right away she knew that this
person’s experience was different from hers. During class discussions on race and race relations,
Kia recalled, "I always felt really uncomfortable because I always felt like if I said anything I
was tooting my own horn. If I didn’t say anything then I was marginalizing myself." Kia
believed that if there would have been another person of color whom she could relate to in the
class, then she would have someone with whom to process these issues. She found it hard to
“personally voice her own things and be able to live with them.”
Nou (Ed.D. Candidate)
I learned about Nou talking to various people in the Hmong community about my
dissertation topic. A mutual friend provided her name to me. The only information I had was
her name and where she was currently working. I had no idea whether she would be willing to
participate in my study. I reached out to her, particularly because the number of Hmong women
meeting my criteria was small.
I was so excited to hear that she would participate in my study. On the day of my
interview, I could not wait to meet her. We agreed to meet at her work place and from there we
would both look for a quiet place to talk. Neither of us knew what the other looked like, but I
thought it may not be too difficult since it was summer and school is not in session.
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We settled on our spot and started our conversation. Nou smiled a lot during our
interview, indicating she enjoyed the opportunity to relive some of her doctorate experiences. As
we continued talking, Nou made a comment that surprised me. At one point she thought that she
may have some special education issues because it would take her such a long time to process
and comprehend her readings in her doctorate program. Nou smiled and beamed throughout her
recollection of the experiences she had during her doctorate.
Nou is thirty-three years old and the oldest of six children. Born in a refugee camp in
Thailand, she was three-months-old when her family arrived in the U.S. Nou started her
educational career at the very beginning with kindergarten. Nou’s parents, on the other hand, did
the best they could with what they had. Her father finished his high school diploma in the U.S.
and her mom finished early middle school in Laos. There was not much opportunity for her
parents to continue with their education as they had a family to care for, so both parents went to
work to support the family
Nou went on to receive her bachelor’s degree in psychology, master’s in educational
psychology, and her doctorate in curriculum and education. Nou is in the process of writing her
dissertation and is currently teaching at a post-secondary institution. She is the first person in her
family to pursue a doctorate degree.
Nou waited until after she completed her master’s degree before she got married. Even
though she waited, she found that her marriage slowed her down her pursuit of an education a
bit. Her husband was supportive, but he did not know how to support her, and she did not know
how she needed him to support her either. Once she was married, they bought a house, so Nou
had to get a job to help with the expenses. This made concentrating on her doctorate program
more difficult since she had to balance work and school. When she started her dissertation, she
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had to take time off to write, so the income became less, but the bills were still the same. This
was a difficult time; however, she persevered, made it through, and grew from her struggles.
Nou recalled an experience she had during her doctorate classes. She had to switch
professors because one of her small town University professors treated her with the expectation
that she would have “broken” English and did not respect who she was. Another professor
predicted her to have the highest score because she was Asian. Once again finding herself in the
midst of a racial experience, Nou did not know how to react when her professor made this
statement of prediction to the class. The statement appeared to cause some discomfort with her
classmates.
A few semesters of teaching, raised other challenges for Nou:
[What was challenging about it?] Trying to get students to be more open minded. For
them to be more willing to appreciate others differences, that was challenging. And even
now as I’m teaching…same type of situation, but I’m more prepared. There’s still going
to be those individuals that you just can’t reach, but you have to focus in on those that
you can…
She learned the experiences of racial tension do not prevent you from succeeding, but rather
emphasize how you handle such situations. These experiences made her a stronger person. She
found when these situations arose, and she dealt with them, she gained professional skills. Nou
was careful about picking and choosing her battles.
Mee (Ph.D.)
I attended one of Mee's many presentations in the community and approached her
afterward. At that time, I shared with her my dissertation topic and asked if I could contact her
later to participate in my study. She was very supportive and gave me permission to contact her
when I was ready to begin. I was eager to learn more about Mee, as I have never met a Hmong
business woman with a doctorate before.
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I met Mee at her office for our interview. Since I was not too familiar with the area, my
sister-in-law agreed to drop me off and pick me up after the interview. I am very glad that she
agreed to be my chauffer since Mee’s office was located in a very busy area of town. Mee’s
office impressed me. She obviously put a lot of thought and effort into designing her office area.
We ended up using her waiting area as our meeting place. She had assured me earlier that she
did not have any appointments, so we would not be disturbed. During our meeting, Mee was
very professional in her approach to my questions. She asked for clarification on a few but tread
through them without any hesitation. Through our interview I learned that Mee is single. She is
the only one in my participant group that is still single.
Mee is twenty-eight years-old, one of the youngest participants in my study. Mee comes
from a large family as well, one of ten children and the third oldest. She was born in the U.S.,
and she started school in the head start preschool program. Mee and two of her brothers attended
private school. All ten children had the same opportunity to pursue higher education; however,
some felt that it was not for them and did not finish. Being the third oldest, she was the first girl
in her family to attend college. She has a brother who is a chiropractic doctor and another who is
getting a master’s degree in accounting. She also has a younger sister with a master’s degree in
education.
Mee is very optimistic about life and people, and this helped shaped her doctorate
experiences. Even though she struggled to fund her education, she did not let this slow her
pursuit. She holds the belief “I’ll figure out another way to get around it.” This is a concept that
propels her through her difficulties. Additionally, she believes that you do not have to apply a
certain set of rules or change who you are to interact with your environment.
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Mee emphasized that anyone can get a doctorate degree if he or she is willing to put the
work in it, but it does not signify that a person with a doctorate degree is the smartest person.
Furthermore, her perspective on navigating between western culture and the Hmong culture does
not have to be difficult or any different. “I think you have to have a set of tools. I think those set
of tools is very much the same in both cultures except …in bi-cultural individuals it’s more
emphasized.”
May (Ed.D. Candidate)
One day I was reading an email that celebrated the great accomplishments of women of
color in the Midwest University System. One section highlighted key women who made a
difference, and I saw that May was a doctorate candidate working on her dissertation. I thought,
"cool, she's exactly who I'm looking for, and I hope she agrees to participate in my study." She
did agree, and we set up a meeting.
I met up with May at a library, and we proceeded to look for a quiet place outside of the
library to talk. As May was talking, I noticed that she was pretty quiet in her responses to my
questions. She appeared to have a quiet strength; for it does take strength and courage to come
this far in her educational career. She approached each question with calmness and
thoughtfulness. Leaders come in various sizes and styles; one does not have to be loud and
boastful to be heard.
May's quiet nature affected her experiences from time to time. May almost missed out on
a scholarship because she thought she did not qualify. One of the advisors from the multicultural
office pointed out to her that she did indeed meet the criteria, and there was a good chance of her
receiving it given no one else applied. His encouragement led May to apply for the scholarship.
When May won the scholarship, she went back to thank him for the encouragement.
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Born in the U.S., May entered the educational system at an early age. May is twentyeight years old, one of the younger participants in my study working on her doctorate. May is
married and has two sons, aged five and two and a half. May got married after she graduated
from college and then went right to graduate school. She continued to be a mom and full-time
student, even while working on her doctorate degree. May attended a private high school, which
in turn influenced her decision to attend a private college as well. May earned a bachelor’s
degree in psychology, a masters’ degree in educational psychology, and is currently working on
her doctorate in educational psychology.
May is the oldest of four children and the only girl in her family. May’s younger brothers
had the same opportunity to pursue higher education, but they all took their own paths. Her
oldest brother got married when he was a senior in high school, and since his wife was pregnant,
he needed to work to support the family. The middle brother is currently in college after taking
some time off. Her youngest brother graduated from high school but decided not to attend
college. May’s parents, on the other hand, had little to no formal education in Laos or in the U.S.
Even though they did not have a formal education, they realized its importance and wanted their
children to have the opportunity to pursue education.
They thought it was very important for me and for all my brothers to go to school and get
an education because they didn’t get an education. So they were very devoted, very
committed parents in terms of finding…quality of education for us [children.] My mom
and dad, although we didn’t have a lot of money, they wanted me to go to private school.
May’s parents had high expectations and wanted to give their children every opportunity to
pursue an education.
Tia (Ph.D.)
I had the pleasure of attending a conference that Tia helped coordinate. During one of
the sessions, she shared her dissertation with the participants, and I knew then that I needed to
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find a way to connect with her to participate in my study. I had a hunch early on that she would
have a lot to say about her educational experiences. She appeared to have many experiences that
would contribute to my study, and she did not disappoint me.
Tia, out of all the participants, had the most to share. She has started her professional
career as a tenure track faculty member. She and I have several things in common. For
example, we were both born during the same year and both of our families came to the U.S.
during the early 1980s. This news really made me more curious to hear her story. We are the
same age, but she has accomplished so much more. I started to wonder how she was able to
accomplish so much in such a short time. Tia is a “go getter.” I learned that while she was a
doctorate student, she also had her own consulting firm. On top of that, she coordinated one of
the first Hmong women conferences in the Midwest.
A quality that makes Tia stand out is her ability to draw others into her conversations.
She had a wonderful way of including me as she answered my questions. She held eye contact
with me throughout the interview and would often say my name as part of her response to my
questions. For instance, she would often start her response by saying, "Well, Ka ..."and "Ka, you
know I'm going to be really honest with you here …" This really made me feel included and
engaged. She was extremely sincere and honest with her responses. With Tia, I really felt like
we were having a conversation instead of an interview. My earlier hunch about Tia having a lot
to say was correct, as I needed to schedule a second interview with her to complete my
questions.
Born in Laos, Tia was nine years-old when she and her family came to the United States
in the early 1980s. Tia comes from a family of eight with four brothers and one younger sister.
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She had three older sisters who died while in Laos during the Vietnam War when treatment for
illnesses and diseases were scarce.
Tia started school in third grade and remembered being in English as a Second Language
(ESL) classes. She recalled, “They put all the Hmong people there in ESL where they needed to
be.” Her parents had some basic ESL training then went to work. Her father started in the
refugee farming program and participated in the farmers market. He did some odd jobs here and
there for a little while before suffering a stroke and other health complications. With six children
to feed and care for, Tia’s parents were dependent on public assistance to make ends meet for the
family. Despite starting in ESL and raising a family, Tia completed her Ph.D.
Tia got married right after college and had three children. During her undergraduate
years, Tia double majored in political science and French, with an emphasis on international
relations. Born in Laos, Tia recalled French as one of the languages used around her, and she felt
it was important for her to learn French. She even had the opportunity to study abroad in France.
Tia’s master’s degree was in public policy and she followed up with her Ph.D. in American
studies.
Tia’s doctorate program was extremely competitive. There were a little over 200
applications, and the program only accepted 13 students. She did the math and figured she only
had an 8% chance of getting in, but that did not deter her from applying. Tia received a full
scholarship to finish her doctorate program in four years, so she had to pull back from being
involved in the community. Always active in her community, Tia had to resign from her many
responsibilities during the years that she was working on her doctorate. She told them that she
would be back in four years.
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Tia also talked about how upon completion of her Ph.D., the Hmong community wanted
to claim her success as their own, particularly the various clans. “People, you know, they claim
you more than ever before. Yeah, people want to be related to you. You know that people wish
[you were theirs]—that you were part of their clan.” Tia went on to say that, “sometimes, I know
that people wish I were a man.” When pressed to clarify this statement further, she said:
Well, think about it. In Hmong culture it doesn’t matter how integrated or similar you are
in Hmong. Our parents [still believe] it is still the sons who maintain the traditions and
keep the family name. If you were a son, [having earned your Ph.D.] you would lift the
family name even higher up, but I think as a woman, we do in it in our way, but I don’t
think that it’s the same. The Hmong community is supportive, but they wish you were a
man.
In other words, a woman's education does not elevate the status of her clan; whereas if she were
a man, the Ph.D. would increase the status of his clan as well as the Hmong community.
"Because Hmongness is define as maleness. If all the Hmong women died, Hmong men can
marry other women from different ethnicity and Hmong will continue. If all the Hmong men
died, Hmong will cease to exist in Hmong traditional society." This statement supports the
patrilineal nature of the Hmong culture, where Hmong can trace their linage by the male side and
not the female side. The Hmong men are the ones to carry the tradition in their family over to
the next generation.
Hlee (Ph.D.)
I connected with Hlee through doing some on-line research. I heard that a Hmong
instructor was teaching at one of the Midwestern University system institutions. I was also
warned she may be out of the country doing research. Though a little disheartened at this news, I
still sent her an email asking her to participate in my study. To my surprise, she responded and
confirmed that she was out of the country doing research. She went on to say that she was due
back soon and would be happy to participate in my study.
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We met at her apartment for our interview. Hlee waited until she finished her doctorate
program before getting married. She admitted that this was a stressful time for her, being a
newlywed and starting a post doctorate research position. Hlee was very open and shared her
doctorate experiences with good humor, especially during her period of acclamation to academia
as a student of color at an Ivy League university.
Hlee was born in Laos and came to the United States with her family in 1980. She is the
oldest child of nine (six brothers and three sisters). She started school in kindergarten. Hlee
waited until she finished her doctorate to get married, so her husband “didn’t have to live
through the doctorate process with me [laughing], which was a good thing. I would have been an
absent partner.”
Hlee started school in Kindergarten and earned her undergraduate degree in anthropology
and her doctorate in educational linguistic and anthropology. Hlee’s father finished elementary
level school in Laos. Her mother never went to school but took some adult English classes in the
U.S. Hlee’s parents participated in the farmers market to support the family.
Hlee pursued a doctorate degree because she received the Gates Fellowship, and she had
a good advisor. The fellowship allowed her to be a full-time student and solely focus on being a
student. It also kept her on track to graduate since the funding was limited to a certain number of
years. However, Hlee also saw this as a missed opportunity; she ended up not pursuing other
experiences such as teaching assistant positions or research assistantships. This led to her feeling
isolated from projects and from the larger community and research. She had to work hard to
reach out to connect with other faculty and form relationships.
The culture of academia proved to be a barrier that Hlee did not expect. She noted a
distinct difference between cultural norms in the Hmong culture as opposed to the culture of
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academia. In regards to cultural norms within the Hmong culture, the community stressed the
issue of when she would settle down and get married. The community expects Hmong women
to marry by a certain age otherwise they suffer the stigma and label of "old maid." When Hlee
decided to remain single throughout the majority of her educational experiences, other people in
the Hmong community wondered when she would get married. They speculated as to whether
she ruined her chances of marriage by choosing education. However, Hlee treated this as typical
cultural norms that a single woman encounters in the Hmong culture and was prepared to handle
them; after all, she had been dealing with these doubts ever since she made the decision to pursue
higher education.
Pa (Ph.D.)
I knew Pa from our undergraduate days, but when I found out that she had her Ph.D., I
could not help but be envious that she has completed this leg of her journey already. I was
envious, yet excited at the opportunity to catch up with her on life and her educational
experiences. Pa is exactly as I remember her; full of energy and very smart. She has such a
calming and soothing voice that I forgot I was interviewing her.
Pa is thirty-four years old, married, and has a son who is one and a half years old. Pa and
her family came to the U.S when she was one year-old; Pa had a chance to start school at a very
early age. She comes from a large family: 14 siblings. Her father was married before, and his
first wife passed away. Her four step siblings are much older than the other siblings from her
father’s second marriage, and Pa is considered the oldest for her mom and dad.
Pa’s mother has never had any formal education in Laos or in the U.S., but her father had
some education. He was a teacher in Laos. Since arriving in the U.S., her father became a
paraprofessional, and her mom works in a factory. Pa had the opportunity to study abroad while
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in high school and considered it "eye opening…amazing. It was incredible and changed my life
I think in many ways.” However, this experience also caused some tension for her family and
cousins. Her cousins made some disparaging remarks about her travel abroad opportunity, partly
because they were jealous that she had this opportunity.
Pa has a bachelor’s degree in psychology, master’s in social work’ and doctorate in
clinical psychology. Pa finished her doctorate degree in six and a half years. Even as a full-time
student, Pa received a fellowship that helped finance her studies. Pa currently works as a clinical
supervisor for a nonprofit agency.
Pa and her husband decided to go back to graduate school at the same time. Even with a
fellowship, money was an issue for Pa that interfered with her pursuit of a degree. The only
income they could depend on was the fellowship. Another barrier for Pa was “learning to let go
of being a Hmong wife” and most importantly, “learning to let go of my own expectations.” Pa
stated,
And I think, [sigh] the biggest barrier was training myself to not...[pause] well sort of
making some decisions about how much I was going to care about what other people said
about me [as a Hmong wife] and that I wasn't gonna be this [type of] wife—who could do
everything because I just couldn't.
Once Pa was able to let go of the expectations of what a wife should be and do, she was a better
student. She knew her situation was going to be short term and eventually she would have to
start to live up to cultural expectations. But for the time being, she was happy to be just a
student.
Foua (Ph.D.)
Foua was really nice and friendly. She met me at the elevator, and we went to her office
to do the interview. She informed me that she was pregnant and looking forward to motherhood.
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If I could sum up Foua's experience in one word, it would be "lucky." She had so many
opportunities.
Foua was one year old when she and her family—eight children and both her parents—
came to the United States in 1979. Foua is the third youngest child in her family. She started
school in Kindergarten, received her bachelor’s degree in dietetic nutrition, a masters in
nutrition, and her doctorate in 2008. Foua completed her doctoral degree in four years, including
defending her dissertation.
At the time of the interview, Foua was thirty-one years old, married, and expecting her
first child. Foua waited until she finished her doctoral degree to marry and start her family. Her
husband is a few years younger, and she considers him traditional. For the time being, Foua and
her husband are living with his parents. Foua enjoys her new role as a wife and the
responsibilities it entails. Foua described her transition into this role:
No matter how far I went in my education I was never an adult in my parents’ eyes or
relatives’ eyes—never, never, an adult. I’ve been married for six months now and all of a
sudden I’m an adult. And that’s really the only thing that defines me as an adult. I could
tell you so many more things that I’ve been treated differently in the Hmong culture and
my family from been married than I can tell you from getting my PhD. It’s a huge
transition to be a married woman here, but to get your PhD is less of a difference.
Foua embodied the meaning of "being in the right place at the right time" in so many
aspects.
After finishing her undergraduate degree, she had come to a “road block” her future
plans. Her advisor, having learned of her lack of direction for her future, presented Foua with an
opportunity she could not pass up. The opportunity to have a scholarship pay for her master's
degree and Ph.D. was too tempting.
Although she had opportunities many of us can only dream of having, she had doubts
about continuing her education beyond undergraduate. Foua also wanted to experience life
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outside of education, but she soon came to realize that given this golden opportunity, she would
regret not taking advantage of her situation. Foua consoled herself with the thought that, "Even if
I don’t make it all the way [through the doctorate program], it’s not like I was losing money on
it".
Foua said her parents, especially her father, expected her to follow the traditional route
for Hmong women—learn the roles and responsibility of being a good housewife and getting
married. Instead, Foua had plans of pursuing higher education:
I think there was a lot of thought into me getting married. Finding a job. I think he [her
father] had a lot of worries of whether I was smart enough to do it. Would I be wasting a
lot of money or drop out halfway through. It was just hard for him. I think he probably
expected if anyone, for my brothers to go on and less for me to go on or any girls to go
on. I think he pretty much expected us [girls] to marry well and go that route. He thought
I did well already graduating from [my] undergraduate [degree]. When I got done with
that [my undergraduate degree] and I told him I wanted to go more and he was like, you
already did your masters why are you going more? Get a job now. And then halfway
through the Ph.D. he was more supportive, finally I think he understood I can go the full
five years and was really encouraging me. He would say, "'don’t stop, you only have a
couple more years left.’” I think he got more confidence and felt more that it was okay
that I was a girl and doing this and I’m going to be able to accomplish it. So it got better
as the years went on.
Through her persistence, Foua was able to show her father that females can continue with their
education too, and go as far as obtaining their doctorate degree. Once her father saw that she
could certainly go the distance, he became more supportive of her. Foua may have been able to
sway her father's opinion of Hmong women's pursuit of higher education.
Summary
Collectively, these women shared a dream of pursuing that much sought after doctorate
degree; individually their path to this degree is very telling of their personalities and strengths.
What my participants continue to struggle with is how the Hmong community views the
doctorate degree for Hmong American women. Kia says this degree only makes her stand out
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among the women. Tia agrees and adds that a woman doctorate does not elevate the status of her
clan like that of a Hmong man. Foua had to show her father that a woman can pursue a doctorate
degree and be successful at it before she could receive his support. They still had to operate
within the limits of social construction in the Hmong culture.
I feel so honored that these women opened their homes and hearts to me. I learned so
much from them as they were sharing their stories. I feel truly lucky that I could talk to these
participants and learn about their journey towards earning that doctorate degree. Each interview
was a walk down memory lane, and I felt like I was there with them through the frustrations to
the moments when they questioned their own sanity by perhaps taking on too much, too soon.
And the happiest moments when they have successfully defended their dissertation. Usually at
this point, they would turn to me and say, "Your time will come; you too will be over joyed and
feel the burden lifted off your shoulders."
Going into this project, I had a misconception about my participants. I expected them to
be very formal and distant since they have or are close to getting their doctorate. This idea may
have come from past experiences with professors, and it is all that I have to go by until I met
these Hmong American women. They all surprised me, and I found that they are very human
and generous with their time. They each had an interesting story to tell about their experiences
and are contributing in their own way to making the Hmong community better. Through this
study, I feel that I have been able to provide a small glimpse to the lives of these Hmong
American women. In the next chapters, I will look at the motivation and strategies that Hmong
American women devised to survive the doctorate degree. I identify and discuss themes that
emerged from my conversations with these Hmong American women who were pursuing their
doctorates.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS--MOTIVATIONS
Given what little people know about Hmong American women in higher education, I
conducted a qualitative study to explore the experiences of Hmong American women in doctoral
programs. As I analyzed their experiences, I intentionally examined the motivations and
strategies they devised to complete their doctoral program. In understanding these key elements,
I was able to find thematic similarities among all the participants.
Motivation
Participants in my study are intrinsically and extrinsically motivated to complete
their PhD. These two concepts intertwine in my participants’ motivation. Pintrich and
Schunk (2002) describe motivation as “the process whereby goal-directed activity is
instigated and sustained” (p. 5). Ryan and Deci (2000) state, “to be motivated means to
be moved to do something” (p. 54). Each person has goals that they are trying to
accomplish. To accomplish these goals, the individual has to also sustain motivation.
Motivation involves a physical and/or mental activity such as studying (Pintrich &
Schunk, 2002). Motivated students perform well, focus on tasks and express interest in
their studies. On the other hand, unmotivated students have the challenge of lessened
interest in their studies and possibly more negative performance outcomes. Thus,
motivation impacts students’ achievement and perseverance in school, whether they will
succeed academically or not.
In talking to my participants and through review of our conversations later, I noticed
similar patterns regarding their motivation to pursue their doctorates. Three key areas arose:
professional challenges and expectations, social change for the Hmong community and societyat-large, and the lack of mentors and role models for Hmong women. “When you’re intrinsically
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motivated, you’re going to do something that is interesting, fun, personally meaningful or
relevant and intrinsic motivation can assist you in overcoming difficulty situations. It provides
the extra effort required to complete a task” (Cash, 2011). Intrinsic motivation is associated with
high task. When intrinsically motivated, you can perform more challenging tasks which include
higher order thinking. Pursuing higher education is a challenging task that requires one to have
both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Many times you will find that people who chose to
continue beyond their graduate degree, allows them to understand and value education. As part
of the process, they’ve internalized it. They made it theirs –have created this passion, driving
through intrinsic motivation. That’s why some candidates, started out extrinsically motivated, to
get a higher paying job, but along their higher education path their reasons for continuing their
education becomes something intrinsically motivated. The participants no longer saw external
motivation as the only factor.
Extrinsic motivation is when the source of motivation comes from an outside factor. This
can result in a positive or negative outcome. People will perform a certain behavior in order to
obtain positive rewards such as money, praise, food or grades (Pintrich & Schunk; Ryan & Deci,
1985). Externally motivated individuals perform well and get positive feedback. Positive
feedback fueled individuals’ motivation to continue pursuing their goal. In other words, they
love the positive feedback, and they want to continue to receive the rewards, so they continue
their education.
Professional challenges and expectations motivated Kia and Mee. They both found the
academic environment challenging, yet they thrived in it. Interacting with their professors and
colleagues created an exciting “new level of learning” atmosphere that stimulated their progress
towards the doctoral degree. The promise of social justice through leadership of social change
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motivated Nou and Hlee. Nou believed she needed to give back to the Hmong community and
make a difference. For Hlee, it was more about bringing the voices of underrepresented groups
to the table. Hlee passionately wanted to see change happen, so she devises to conduct research
in underrepresented communities and be the vehicle bringing their voices to the table. For Tia
and Mee, getting the doctoral degree was all about credibility and opening doors for the younger
generation. And finally, May, Foua, and Tia saw firsthand the lack of mentors and role models
while growing up and were inspired to fill in the missing gap and be mentors for the younger
generation, especially mentors and role models with which the younger Hmong generation can
identify and connect.
Having a high level of certainty in completing a task or a dream was a contributing factor
for Kia, Mee, May and Pa. Having strong certainty in achieving their dreams led them to high
aspirations in completing their doctoral. This high level of certainty also pushed both Kia and
Mee to complete their degree in three and a half years. Parents’ high expectations led the women
to the question whose goal was it to pursue a doctorate? Tia and Nou shared the story of their
aspirations. For Nou, it may have started as a dream from her parents. Towards the end of Nou's
journey, she accepted and gave credit to her parents for laying the ground work and has taken
ownership of the journey.
Road blocks can fill the road to higher education; therefore, strategies used by doctoral
students to complete their education are crucial in their pursuit of higher education. Mee and
Hlee built upon strategies stemming from prior knowledge and use it as a survival skill to help
them through their doctoral program. Nou and Tia dealt with learning to manage their time. Kia,
May, and Pa devised a support system that consisted of their family members, friends, and
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academia environment. These were strategic efforts they had to make in order to tie family,
education, and themselves with the bigger picture of higher education.
Motivation is part of our learning and cultural experience. Our culture, values, beliefs,
and everyday language influences our motivation (Paley, 1999). To be motivated means to be
purposeful, and being purposeful will lead a person to reaching their goal (Paley, 1999). Each of
the eight participants had an incentive to achieve a common goal, a doctoral degree, and their
purpose motivated them to complete the doctoral program. I evaluated these purposes through
gathering information regarding the motivational force driving these Hmong American women
to pursue a goal of higher education, a pursuit which is “foreign” or outside of the Hmong
cultural norm. The cultural norm for a Hmong woman from a very young age is to train for
being a good house wife (Donnelly, 1994).
Motivation can come in various forms whether it be intrinsic or extrinsic, what’s
important is that is motivation. For some, the motivation to complete a doctoral degree stems
from the academic environment. For others, it is the anticipated effects of playing a more
powerful role with social change and social justice. Another aspect is the credibility the degree
can bring and various opportunities waiting to take shape. Perhaps the most powerful motivation
for these Hmong American women arose from the realization of the lack of role models. Now,
they want to serve as mentors to other Hmong women. The opportunity to guide the younger
generation through this challenging higher learning endeavor is an honor that my participants
accepted.
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Motivated by Professional Challenges and Expectations
The academic environment can be a challenging and daunting process for graduate
students as they pursue higher education. No amount of training can prepare them for what lies
ahead. Yet, Kia and Mee found that they thrived in the academic environment.
Since she was the first to obtain and pursue higher education Kia was a true pioneer in
her family. Finding that she thrived in that environment and enjoyed the challenge of
discovering new levels of learning motivated her to eventually reach her doctoral. Kia said, "I
like the challenge of being able to sit with other people and have conversations and dialogue
about education and things [that] are currently happening." Kia found comfort in the academic
environment where she is able to interact and hold meaningful discussions with colleagues about
current events and happenings. Not everyone can thrive in the academic arena, but in this case
Kia found her niche.
Another motivation for Kia was that she could see the end goal, her degree. She knew
that if she did not put all her effort into attaining her degree, it could easily be lost in the shuffle
of her busy life.
You know University A does not award degrees until you finish your dissertation and I
wanted that degree. And then a couple of good friends that I made through the program,
were all working to get through their dissertations at the same time so we all kind of
challenged each other that we were going to graduate the following year.
Peer pressure proved to be a great motivator for Kia because once she found a group of
colleagues working towards the same end goal--which was the completion of their dissertation,
they latched onto each other for support. Often, it takes determination to see you through any
challenge, and Kia had great determination, as it took her only three and a half years to finish her
program and dissertation. Knowing what you want can intrinsically and extrinsically motivate
an individual to complete their end goal. Kia knew what she wanted and when she wanted it;
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therefore, she found a means to motivate herself and others like her towards achieving her
degree.
Kia was both intrinsically and extrinsically motivated to finish her doctoral program.
Intrinsically, she found that she enjoyed being a part of something that was bigger than herself-the academia environment. While daunting at first, once Kia got a taste of it and found that she
was able to keep afloat and was drawn to be a part of this environment, she felt a sense of
belonging. It gave her a new purpose and motivated her to make sure to complete reading and
writing assignments, so she could contribute her voice to the discussion.
Similar to Kia, the motivation for Mee to enter a doctoral program arose from “being in
an academic environment.” Mee thrived on this motivation intrinsically and extrinsically:
I went into a doctoral program really for my own learning and benefit. It was an
opportunity to do some more intense research and more in-depth vigorous research
around topics of interest for me.
She seriously decided to consider a doctoral degree when she was taking a class in her Master’s
program and had an “ah-ha” moment. During this time she became interested in learning more
about leadership in the Hmong community.
I wasn’t moving fast enough in my professional career and I felt that my doctoral could
really help with that. And what I’ve learned is that credibility in American is really about
degrees, certification and education and I will say that my Ph.D. has helped because
people look at the Ph.D. and one second I’m Mee and you get a Ph.D. and all of a sudden
you’re Dr. Mee, so it really does make a difference.
Mee learned that receiving a doctoral degree provided the degree recipients with the advantage
needed to make things happen, and of course, it would open more doors. This was a key
motivator for her to obtain her doctoral degree. However, having said that, Mee also stressed:
I personally don’t care that much about it [the degree] I mean for me, it’s about the
learning not the actual degree…because to me the degree just says that yeah I did
something that was credible in the context of this culture, the United States, but for me,
it’s about the education.
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Although she knew the importance of a degree, Mee pursued her Ph.D., keeping in mind not to
let those initials get in the way. Intrinsically, it was more about the learning process in the
academic environment for her; however, extrinsically getting those much sought after initials
will give her the credibility she needed to do what she wants.
The intertwining of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in professional challenges and
expectations identified by Kia and Mee helped them to complete their doctorate. As evidence of
their comfort level, they both found a home in academia and thrived in that environment. For
both Kia and Mee, sheer determination catapulted their motivation to complete their doctorate in
three and a half years. The motivation to complete a doctoral degree also arises from the
perceptions of what benefits the individual will be able to bring to the community and to the
larger issues of social justice and social change.
Motivated by the Need for Social Justice (Internal/External Acts)
Set on the path to higher education by her parents, Nou always knew that she would
eventually pursue a doctoral degree; however, she was unsure in what field. The McNair
program gave Nou the tools and actual "know-how"to pursue her doctorate. Being in McNair
motivated Nou to new heights, as she was able to see many places and do many things that she
would not have otherwise been able. She also knew another student who successfully went
through the program so her association with this person helped move her through McNair to
attain her doctoral degree.
Another motivating factor that fueled Nou’s desire to get her doctoral degree was the
sense of responsibility to the Hmong community and to other generations. She had a “sense of
responsibility to make a difference in the Hmong community.” Since there were a lack of role
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models while she was growing up, Nou hoped to fill that gap by being a role model herself to the
younger generation.
Nou is internally motivated by the mere fact that she did not have much of a role model
to assist her while growing up. This lack of role model left a void in Nou’s outlook and she felt
empowered to ensure that this does not happened to the younger generation. Externally, the idea
of being a role model would increase her visibility in her field and continue to add to her list of
accomplishments and credibility. Thus, making her more noticeable in the Hmong as well as the
western community. She wanted to continue to make her parents proud.
Hlee’s motivation was an inner social agenda to affect social change through doing
research. Hlee recalls various experiences in her doctoral program where the voices of people of
color were not present or not considered on many topics. During these occasions, she felt the
voice of people like her were not included in the literature and internally this made her feel like
she did not have a voice. She remembers this experience like it was yesterday, and now she
vowed not to let that continue. Hlee felt that doing research was the only way that she could
introduce new perspectives into the already existing literature that did not include voices of
people of color who have been silenced in the past and continue to be silenced. Hlee stated:
I like the research. I felt like researching was a good tool to affect social change. I felt
like out of all the articles I’ve been reading as an undergrad, I felt like the way that
people ask questions the things that they were writing about didn’t…it just didn’t hit like
my own personal experiences, it lacked community perspective. So I felt that I need to do
more research and introduce my perspective and their perspective to the policy literature.
So felt like it was a political agenda you know. Like one of those things where I had to
get this particular truth and to get that truth I had to find the access to the community. So
that was my—I think it was very naive, but also at the same time it was my perspective
on research at that time.
Hlee believed people like her, people from underrepresented groups, are missing voices in the
literature and through education and research, she hoped to add her voice to the discussion. Hlee
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is very passionate about contributing and truly wants to help bring her perspective into the
literature so that those who are doing research will get a chance to learn from multiple
perspectives. Both intrinsically and extrinsically motivated, Hlee wanted to contribute her voice
into the all-white voices in academia.
The intrinsic and extrinsic motivator for both Nou and Hlee created a greater need to
serve their communities by either giving back to their communities or adding their voices to the
existing literature that did not incorporate the voices of underrepresented groups. Both have a
strong desire and passion to fill these gaps for the younger generation. Each of the participants
realized others’ perceptions rose as they increased their personal credibility through the
completion of their degrees.
Motivated by Credibility
Having credibility (gained through attaining a doctoral degree) was a great motivator for
all my participants. Although Tia and Mee articulated this concept stronger in their interviews,
each of the women acknowledged the Ph.D. allowed them to do what they wanted. They also
noted that others took them more seriously. Credibility also opened new doors to endless
opportunities. For Tia and Mee, getting the Ph.D. gave them the credibility needed to enter a
new realm.
Tia’s motivation to enter a doctoral program flourished because she knew that she wanted
to teach in higher education and do research. She realized early on that a Ph.D. would give her
the credentials necessary to teach at the collegiate level. Additionally, having a Ph.D. would also
open other venues for her. Tia believes that since the Hmong have only been in the U.S. twentyfive to thirty years, western society does not expect the Hmong to accomplish much; therefore,
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Tia credits finishing her degree as “beating the odds.” This serves as both intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation.
Mee wanted to explore the topic of leadership in the Hmong community; however, she
realized that in order for her to accomplish this goal and have people take her seriously, she
needed those three coveted initials at the end of her name. Mee was intrinsically motivated to do
leadership work within the Hmong community, however, she was further extrinsically motivated
to get her PhD, so others would accept and welcome her into that realm.
And what I’ve learned is that credibility in America is really about degrees, certification,
and education and I will say that my Ph.D. has helped because people look at the Ph.D.
and one second I’m Mee and you get a Ph.D. and all of a sudden you’re Dr. Mee.
Having her Ph.D. will add credential to her work and allow Mee to do what she initially set out
to accomplish—explore leadership in the Hmong community. Mee believes that this Ph.D. will
add credibility and allow her to accomplish her goal.
Credibility in the form of a certificate or degree is crucial in the western world. It does
open doors and provides credentials. In this case, it allows Tia to teach at the collegiate level and
enter the world of academia as a tenured professor, which is a world onto its own. Having a
Ph.D. gave Mee the opportunity to do what she loves, which is to explore leadership in the
Hmong community. While the degree gave Tia and Mee credibility, mentors and role models
are crucial in helping students follow through and accomplish their goals.
Motivated by (Lack of) Mentors and Role Models
Having a close and effective relationship with advisors and mentors are vital and crucial
to the success of attaining a doctorate (Council of Graduate Schools, 2009). A benefit of having
a mentor is that the mentee will then be obligated to serve as a mentor themselves (Ferriero,
1982). May, Foua, and Tia identified some mentors that made strong impressions in their lives.
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Serving as mentors and role models provided a primary motivator for May, Foua and Tia
to finish their degrees. May and Foua found adequate mentors and role models but initially did
not realize the importance of the role that mentors play in their educational career choices.
These mentors and role models happened through chance meetings. Not only did they not
identify through professional channels, they did not truly serve in the capacity as mentors; they
existed as people as May and Foua knew and met while going through the education process.
The literature points out that having good mentors and advisors in the Ph.D. program is crucial to
the success of students (Fisher & Zigmond, 1998; and Barnes & Austin, 2009). Furthermore,
students of color need to have more than one mentor.
May had female cousins who graduated as valedictorians, so she aspired to be just like
them. She also had an aunt who obtained her master’s degree even though she had children.
When May found herself in the same situation, the experience did not even phase her since she
had already observed the success of her aunt. When she met other librarians with master’s
degrees, she could see herself following in their steps. She knew she would not stop with a
Bachelor’s degree and could see herself getting a master’s degree and beyond.
The McNair program motivated May to enter her doctoral program. May attended a
McNair conference where a keynote speaker draw a family map showing everyone in her family
with a Ph.D. May realized she wanted this legacy for herself and her children. In order for this
legacy to happen, it had to start with her. May was good friends with the director of the McNair
program, and he just happened to be working on his dissertation. May watched him go from All
But Dissertation (ABD) to having a Ph.D. This was an eye-opening experience for her, seeing a
friend go through the process and having his encouragement in her process brought a whole new
meaning to her.
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May encountered people along the way that she wanted to emulate. The opportunity to
dialogue with these informal mentors about their experience did not exist, therefore, May did the
best she could with what she knew. Perhaps having the opportunity for an open dialogue with
these informal mentors could have open a channel for them to connect and support one another,
especially for May and her doctoral program. May was able to hear words of encouragement
from the McNair director, "you too can do it." This helped motivated May to keep faith in her
goal to start a legacy for her children.
Foua’s brother and sisters served as her role model. Her older brother paved the road for
everyone. Foua stated, “So there was kind of an expectation that you would at least get your four
year degree. I looked up to them a lot and tried to do what they did-education and career wise.”
Driven to learn more and to give something back to her parents motivated, Foua to pursue
her doctoral program.
I thought it would be something nice to give them. Something to be proud of, so it was
just not for me but for them as well. So there was a lot of family motivation and just my
own aspirations, I want to one day get a nice job and make good money. That's all part of
it as well. Those are all motivations.
A strong desire existed for Foua to follow in her siblings' footsteps and complete at the very least
an undergraduate degree. However, Foua surpassed that expectation by pursuing a doctorate.
Furthermore, she had a cultural value—an obligation to do this for her parents (Paley, 1999).
Her parents' sacrifice motivated her to complete her doctorate. Very much like the study done by
Easley, Bianco and Leech (2012) where Latino students are motivated by the sacrifices their
parents make on a daily basis, Foua used her parents’ sacrifice to motivate her to pursue and
finish her doctorate. Like many scholars of color before her, Foua is honored bound to give back
to her parents and her community. As a way to give honor to her parents, she would serve as a
role model in the Hmong community.
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At one point, Tia was looking for inspiration. Now the reverse has happened. Tia talked
about herself being the inspiration to so many people. When she took a group of undergraduate
students to Thailand, the people in Thailand assumed that she was going to be a male professor
and old. When she arrived, her appearance surprised everyone. She stated, “You’re a light for
them. They come and they want to take pictures with you because they never imagined that
people our age could do things like that.” Amazed that she is a professor and female, her gender
and education surprised the Hmong people in Thailand. At the same time she inspired the
Hmong women in the villages.
For Tia, roles models were hard to find. Tia took the time to reflect about the possibility
of her mother being a role model.
I think for our generation, the role model was someone you could identify with. I think it
was really hard because I can’t think of a role model that I could look up to? So this is
not to say that I don’t think my mother is not a good role model. I think we all love our
mothers. Our mothers had such tough lives. Our fathers, they’re our fathers and like
most Hmong fathers you know they have their own issues, and so I feel like my mother-she had such a good heart, but cause they’re not as brave in the sense that they don’t
stand up to—you know—husbands when they do really weird things. So I’m being really
honest with you here. So sometimes I wish my mother could have been stronger because
I would never take that from my husband.
Tia struggled to find words crediting her mother as a possible role model because she wanted to
give honor to her mother, but she also wanted her mother to be a stronger person who stood up to
her husband. Tia saw how difficult that was for her mother, and she did not like it. Tia mainly
grew up in the western world and had gone through the western education system, giving her a
different lens to process the experience through. She does not want to say anything that would
reflect negatively on her mother as Tia realized the sacrifices her mother made. She tried to find
a balance by mentioning her mother first, and then identified Connie Chung as a role model.
So when I was growing up I don’t think I can point to one particular individual, but
people like—I always think about people like Connie Chung. Those are the only people
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who you can physically identified with, you know, they’re different in terms of their
ethnicity, but in terms of women who are out there to impact and physically look more
like you.
In this instance, Tia could not find a Hmong role model, so she settled for the next closest thing:
someone she does not know personally but has similar physical appearance and has done great
things. Through her rationale, Tia identified Connie Chung as a role model because of the
impact that Connie Chung has made in the media and journalism world. This lack of a role
model for Hmong women continues to be an issue that Tia will encounter in her doctoral
experience as well.
The lack of mentors and role models both intrinsically and extrinsically motivated May,
Foua, and Tia to further complete their doctoral program. May, Foua, and Tia experienced a
sense of accomplishment and benefit that a degree provided them and this inspired them to
continue on their path to pursuing a Ph.D. My participants realized that having a mentor/role
model to help them demystify the process of getting a doctoral degree. For some, like Tia,
having a mentor early would mean being able to reach her goal faster.
Role models for my study participants were scarce. They looked within their family and
community, and when that was not possible, they looked towards the broader society. May and
Foua found role models they knew personally, while Tia found role models from the broader
public society to emulate. Overall, each woman saw a lack of identifiable role models growing
up and hoped to fill that gap, this provided the intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
Concluding Thoughts about Motivation
All my participants were motivated in one manner or another to go “above and beyond.”
The motivation can be intrinsic or extrinsic, and it depended on the participants and how they
processed motivation. Since intrinsic and extrinsic motivation intertwine for my participants, the
analysis supports the idea that motivation is crucial. Each participant had both forms of
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motivation. They now bridge the gap for Hmong American women who want to obtain higher
education and those who have succeeded beyond cultural, family, and self-limitations. Some
found the academic environment was motivating and added to their credibility. A higher calling
motivated others: a desire to give back to parents who supported them and a community who
needed a voice to serve as a role model. These findings show that a candidate will need both
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to complete their doctoral degree. For if one is only
intrinsically or extrinsically motivated, there is a higher chance that that motivation will flicker
for a short time and then be extinguished, thus causing one to loose motivation to complete the
doctorate degree. However, if one has both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, when one form of
motivation is extinguished, the other will flicker and shine a light and be a beacon of hope.
Nevertheless, having motivation is pivotal to the success of any endeavor. The
motivation to increase their education may mean an augment in the skills and status for a Hmong
woman. Additionally, motivation to complete certain training/education comes with a reward in
the end. In this instance, these women sought the reward of the doctoral degree and the potential
promise of more opportunities. A better opportunity means a better life for them and their
families. There is great motivation for my participants to get their doctorate, for the doctoral
degree has the potential to increase their status.
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS--STRATEGIES
Graduate school is academically challenging. There is no advance warning prior to
graduate school about the amount of reading and writing assigned. Several authors (Corno,
1993; Pintrich, 2004; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2001; Zeidner, 1995) offered a variety of strategies
that can be helpful for the graduate student. The strategies used depend on the individual
priorities. In this section, I focus on how the participants survived and endured to get their Ph.D.
or Ed. D. Having good coping skills to survive graduate school is essential; for that reason, each
participant devised their own strategies to succeed. The themes that arose out of this section falls
into two categories: strategies stemmed from prior knowledge and strategies of survival skills.
In the section on survival skills, I also look at time management and participants’ support
systems.
Survival Skills Stemming from Prior Knowledge
Both Mee and Hlee applied strategies they learned during their undergraduate years to
help them survive their doctoral program. Each talked about the various strategies they devised
along the way to help them succeed. As their knowledge increased and the pool of people they
knew grew, so did their social network.
Mee went to her doctoral program with the same concepts and study habits she employed
in her undergraduate and Master’s level program. Not having anything else on which to base her
expectations of a doctoral program, Mee soon realized she needed to adjust her approach. Mee
stated, "I tend to procrastinate. I tend to work hard when I need to, I don’t really have a
methodology of doing an outline here or detail here. I think sometimes that works for me and
other times it really doesn’t." Soon after, Mee approached all her doctoral level courses with
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hard work, determination, passion, and inspiration. She devoted"100 percent" of her time into
her course work.
Mee stated she can get easily distracted since she gets “excited” about different “ideas
and stuff” she comes across. Mee further explained how she tackled her reading and writing in
her doctoral classes. She said, "One thing I’ve noticed about myself which really interests me,
I’ll always highlight, use posted notes, repeat things, put things in the margins. That helps me to
kind of just think it through." We tend to revert to what we already know. To what is
comfortable and works well for us. In this case, skills learned along the way proved to be useful
in her doctoral program.
Other strategies Mee used to help survive her program was to utilize the various support
programs already in existence. When those support programs no longer worked to her benefit,
she strategically devised her own support group. Mee stated, "I strategically aligned myself with
people that would help me to do what it is that I needed to do to meet the outcome." In this case,
Mee created her own writing group made up of people who are at the same stage, and they would
meet at nearby cafes to critique each other's work. She found the writing group also served as a
support group.
Mee had a vision of where she wanted to be. She made the most out of her doctoral
program to explore various job options, to find the best possible career fit for her. It was through
this exploration that she finally hit upon her ideal job of strategic planning for organizations.
I can’t separate who I am—my personality, characteristics, and my way of being from
how I would do a task differently. I just bring in my whole person into it with my
homework. Yes, the homework was hard, but you’ve got to have determination.
Determination is just a part of my personality, so I just use that with everything.
One important aspect Mee acquired through her doctoral program was to be linear in her
analysis. She found this process useful and comes back to it again and again. She is only able to
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realize that now in the work that she currently does. Mee stated that she has been able to bring a
lot of the knowledge and skills learned in the program into her work environment.
On the other hand, Hlee recalled moments of frustrations as she realized that she may not
be as prepared for graduate school as she thought. She had to find out the hard way how to voice
her opinions in class, “I had to strategize on really how to articulate my ideas, not being afraid to
speak up, um…controlling my nervousness.” Hlee wanted to find a way to make herself “visible
among the crowd” and felt that one way to do that was to “share your ideas,” and in order to
share your ideas, you need to be comfortable speaking up in class. She overcame this hurdle by
being prepared—that meant doing all her readings, writing down a few key points and most
importantly, forcing herself to speak up in class at least once. She would practice by reading her
questions out loud and making a mental note to make sure she asked a question or contribute to
the discussion.
Hlee shared that the best strategy she used to survive the doctoral program was her
friends and writing groups. Hlee went on to say that in regards to friends; you always need
people like you (who look like you, have similar background as you do) to hang around with.
Graduate school and the doctoral program is a different kind of animal in terms of the
kind of life that you live. If your friends outside of school aren’t doing that, they don’t
really know what your life is really like. And so it feels very isolated, so I had to find
some friends in graduate school whom I could just share the experience with. Cause
without that I—I think I would not have been able to graduate.
In addition, Hlee had a really good advisor who mentored her through the dissertation process.
She described her advisor as “intellectually nurturing,” “he let me explore my own ideas” and
"help me find the tools I needed." He was also very “emotionally and not just academically”
supportive. Barnes and Austin (2008) identify the advisor/student relationships to be one of
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long-term relationship that goes beyond doctoral classes. In this instance for Hlee to have such a
great relationship with her advisor will help her in the long run.
Another strategy Hlee used to survive, particularly during the dissertation stage, was to
participate in a writing group. She realized early on that if she surrounded herself with people
who also needed to complete their dissertation then, maybe, together they could support each
other through the process. Furthermore, to help Hlee keep grounded, she also had a part-time
job. Working helped keep her connected to reality so that she was not totally absorbed and
drained from just writing her dissertation. For Hlee, finding balance was important, and she
accomplished that by managing her time well between school and work.
Both Hlee and Mee used strategies that they were familiar with and as they knew better,
devised new strategies using their ever increasing social network of people. In doing this, they
used many basic skills for survival identified by (Baird, 1995; Fischer & Zigmond, 1998;
Heinrich, 1995; and Valadez, 1998). They were persistent in their pursuit, especially when
existing support provided by their schools no longer match their needs, they developed their
own. In this case, a writing group to support the writing during their dissertation phase--the
picture of not giving up when no resources exist.
Survival Skills--Time Management
Nou went to college away from home, so one of the biggest challenges was finding a
support network. Nou felt, at times, that she was not as prepared as other students in her
program, so she had a lot of catching up to do. She learned quickly that there is no time for
procrastination. Being organized was key to doing well and being successful. She learned the art
of writing essays from her advisor. Nou trained herself to break up big writing assignments into
smaller ones, plan ahead, and know which part of an essay to tackle first. Nou’s advisor told her
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that when writing a paper, the introduction is often the most difficult, so an introduction is the
last part of an essay you write. The body of your paper is the easiest, so start there, and then
proceed to the conclusion. She used this advice to write the many essays and research papers.
In terms of reading assignments, Nou felt she was “slow” to comprehend her readings, so
she did not skim but read everything assigned.
I read everything [in a laughing tone]. Even to this day, I have a hard time determining
how to skim through readings. So I read things quite thoroughly. It takes me a long time
to process information and I don’t know if that’s due to some disability that I’m not
aware of or it or has something to do with my being bi-lingual, but for a long time, I had
a difficult time reading academic books.
Nou learned quickly that she needed to read and be ready for class discussions. A strategy she
found helpful was to read as much as she could and take notes. She did not care that she took
more notes than others in class. As long as note taking helped her, it did not bother her to be the
only one writing.
Not everyone absorbs what he or she reads, nor can everyone readily decipher the
meaning. Nou found herself completing assignments the best way she could. She accepted that
it would take her longer to do her reading, so she planned accordingly. She also developed her
organizational skills through “scaffolding.” She would scan the text or article and strategize on
how to connect it to prior knowledge. Another example would be to read aloud and discuss
plans for understanding challenging words. Nou found this skill useful and, whenever possible,
she used it to her advantage. Many of the skills Nou identified falls under what Fisher and
Zigmond, 1998, identified as communication skills. These skills include written and oral
communication, language skills, and networking.
Tia knew that she was on a strict timeline since her scholarship was only for four years.
She focused on being a full-time student although she was a wife and mother. To prepare for her
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program, she did research and knew what she needed to do in order to be successful. She knew
what it would take to earn her Ph.D. and maintained a pointed focus.
I have thought a lot about this…for a Hmong woman in our generation to be successful in
graduate school if married with husband and children…First, you need a husband who
does not feel threatened…[Secondly] Without family support, you can’t do it on your
own.
It was important for Tia to use the strategy of making sure everything lines up. Since Tia had a
family to support, she needed to visualize, plan, and execute her doctorate program from
beginning to end. Important among all this is making sure everything is aligned and she could
see the end in sight.
In addition to a strong support system, Tia mentioned a strong constitution for reading
and writing as well as other practical experiences in order to be successful: “having a Master’s
degree, having worked in the field, [and] having conducted research.” As for reading strategies
specifically, Tia shared the trick of being able to read a whole book and really getting the point
of it:
You can take an article and there are a lot of things that’s important in an article or book,
right. But there are particular places that are important, so that you know what the
argument people are trying to make and all scholarly work they have to make some kind
of argument, right? And so you need to find that and learn how to read in particular
places that have the answers that you need. You know what is the argument, what are the
key questions you’re trying to answer and what are they using to support the argument
they want to make.
Tia's strategy here was to find the author’s argument. She asked herself, “What supporting
materials does the author present?” After awhile, reading articles became easier as she learned
where in the article to scan for the information she wanted.
Furthermore, Tia’s advisor held monthly meetings for all her advisees. This gave them
the opportunity to hold each other “accountable towards [their] degree.” Tia believed this
strategy was successful as it also gave her an opportunity to know other people who were

WRITING THE RITE OF PASSAGE

92

working towards their graduate degree. One thing that they did during their monthly meetings
was practice talking about their dissertation. This really helped in terms of providing motivation
and critical feedback.
Nou and Tia learned time management skills that they applied to their various reading
and writing assignments. Nou found the large amount of reading assigned difficult to
comprehend at times, but she did not give up. She learned how to write an essay paper from her
advisor; which later proved to be useful in future writing assignments. Tia, on the other hand,
learned the art of skimming and a newfound strategy from her advisor, the advisee monthly
meetings.
Survival Skills--Support System
Having a strong support system was vital for my participants. Kia and Pa were able to
rely on family for support. While for May, since her family was further away, she devised her
own support group. Whether their support system was family, friends, or colleagues, the key
was to have a support system.
Kia said having family at home to help take care of her children was essential, along with
having a supportive husband who would drive her to all her weekend classes. Kia 's husband
also supported her educational endeavors by helping out with some of the household chores. She
saw this as a strategy as well as support from her family.
Kia approached her doctoral classes as a balancing act, “balancing your life through work
with your family.” Kia further added, "It is important to remember that school is not your whole
life, but just part of it." Knowing this has allowed Kia not to let the doctoral work consume her,
even when there are a lot of projects to do. Kia liked to be efficient, so that meant “no
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procrastinating.” Organization and tackling her homework with discipline were at the center of
her strategy for completion.
Furthermore, Kia believed knowing her colleagues, professors, and other important
school personnel was key to her success."These people can provide the much needed assistance
when push came to shove and things needed to be done." Knowing your colleagues and later
using them as a support was indispensable to the completion of her dissertation. Kia aligned
herself with a few colleagues who were also on the fast track to finish and together they pushed
and supported each other to the finish line.
The main difference between May’s undergraduate and her graduate courses was that she
also had to learn to maintain a balance between home life and school life since she started a
family as a graduate student.
When I was an undergrad, the strategies that I used were that I had to keep myself on
track all the time. I had a goal I had to meet every day or if I was really organized, I had
to do so much reading by a particular time; I had to be ahead of the class rather than be
on time with the class… [with a family] I couldn’t devote eight hours of study anymore.
Transitioning as an undergraduate to a graduate student was easier for May since she was already
in that learning mode. She went straight from her undergraduate program to her master's
program without taking a break. May was able to apply the habits she used in undergraduate
school towards her graduate studies.
May admits that she did not have a particular strategy she used to get through her
doctoral program; however, she tried to keep her assignments relative by relating as much of her
reading and writing to her subject of interest, which was the plight of the Hmong people.
My approach was just focusing on a particular area and being an expert in that area. But
I don’t…have any secret approach. For me, during the graduate studies, it was more
discussion base. If you could bring in real life experiences or draw from other people’s
experiences I think that was what was important.
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However, May struggled when she couldn’t follow, but she actively sought answers both outside
and inside class to help her cope with disciplines that were more difficult. An advisor from the
multicultural office provided support and helped connect her to other resources on campus. For
May, having him as a cheer leader was a great support.
Pa survived her doctoral program by strategically using the people around her in a way
that worked to her benefit to complete the program. Pa gave birth to her son in the middle of her
doctoral program. Her mother in-law then moved in to live with Pa and her family for two years
to provide childcare for her son while both Pa and her husband focused on being students. Later,
her immediate family would provide childcare during pivotal moments in her program. Pa had a
great relationship with her colleagues and advisor.
I have probably the very best advisor, you know, and I realized now that not everyone
had that experience in my program. My advisor who would allow us to set fake
deadlines because [laughs] we're both really horrible [with deadlines] in which he would
remind me and say, 'well, just get it on paper, I don't care if it's not perfect. Just get it on
paper'.
Pa recalls these moments with fondness. She smiles and lights up when she talks about her
advisor. Comments like, "just get it on paper" helped Pa in the writing stages of her dissertation.
The connection and social network Pa created for herself aided in her completion of the
dissertation.
Pa felt that pursuing her doctorate with family close by to provide some assistance was a
plus. It made the whole process not so “lonely.” Not only that, but her husband was also going
back to school, so she had someone with whom to discuss and share her frustrations. One key
phrase that Pa repeated over was being around people who “get it.” When the people around you
"get it" they support you in any way possible and your accomplishment becomes their
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accomplishment as well. She credits her advisor, family, and cohort colleagues as the “huge
team effort” that was needed for her to finish her degree.
Concluding Thoughts about Strategies
The strategies each participant devised consisted of skills they learned from other
educational experiences and how they then built upon those skills. As they became more
proficient and comfortable with their end goal, they then relied on family and people around
them as a support and strategy. Kia and Pa used their family members to help with childcare,
which then allowed them to focus on just being a doctoral student. Pa was not able to rely on her
family as much, since they lived far away. However, she surrounded herself with supportive
people who cheered her on.
Fischer and Zigmond (1998) identifed four categories of survival skills graduate
students need to possess in order to be successful in graduate school and beyond. Fischer
and Zigmond (1998) argue that graduate schools need to do more than just provide
graduate students "with a strong background in their field and to teach them how to
design and carry out experiments" (p. 29). Hence, Fischer and Zigmond devised four
categories of survival skills that graduate students need to acquire if they are to thrive and
be successful. They are 1) basic skills, including how to be a successful graduate student;
2) communication skills, specifically, being able to convey the results of one's work
through publications and oral presentations; 3) job skills, for finding and maintaining
employment; and 4) advanced skills, including teaching, grant writing, and personnel
management (Fischer & Zigmond, 1998). Each of these categories were identified or
found lacking in the participants and what survival strategy the participants did not have,
they devise their own strategy.
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Summary
Hmong American women often have little exposure to the academic arena and receive no
advance knowledge of the challenges of pursuing higher education. Participants did not have a
magic wand or a key strategy. Many used whatever skills they learned along the way; others
learned through trial and error and built upon their knowledge. Many participants used their
family, colleagues, and advisors as part of their coping strategy. For Hmong American women
from an underrepresented group, who is the first person in their family to pursue higher
education at this level, these individuals devised their own strategies and roadmap until the very
end and persisted. Maher, Ford, and Thompson (2004) found among doctoral early- finishing
women "having a strong goal to finish in a timely manner was critical to their degree progress".
Even though my participants devised their own roadmap, they finished early.
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CHAPTER SIX

FINAL CONCLUSIONS
I designed this study to document and capture the voices and experiences of Hmong
American women as they pursued their doctorate degree. This research topic arose as an
inspiration for me as I searched for affirmation to validate my own pursuit of a doctoratal degree.
My intent was to share experiences that would help the younger Hmong generation (particularly
women) more fully understand some motivations and strategies used for completing a doctoral
program. This chapter provides a summary of my study focused particularly on my findings. I
also discuss implications for research and practice. The final section offers my concluding
thoughts regarding my dissertation research.
Summary of Study
As the younger Hmong generation continues to pursue higher education, more and more
will hit that point in their lives where they contemplate their individual journey of pursuing a
doctorate degree. Institutions of higher education will see an increase in the number of Hmong
students, particularly, Hmong women. Role models and mentors for Hmong women seeking a
doctoral degree are few and far between but are necessity in institutions of higher education.
Through this study, I share Hmong women’s stories of surviving the doctoral experience. I
explored the doctoral experiences of my participants. I learned how they devised their
motivations, aspirations, and strategies to survive these experiences and how cultural capital had
an impact on their educational opportunities.
Method
I used qualitative methods to unpack, examine, and gain understanding of my
participants’ experiences. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) identified qualitative research as
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“multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter” (p.
5). I used face-to-face interviews with semi-structured questions to capture the experiences of
my participants. Triangulated these findings with my own personal knowledge a Hmong woman
and currently enrolled in a doctoral program. I was able to gain more insight about the
experiences of the eight Hmong American women who have completed or are in the process of
completing their doctorate. I searched for my participants through various educational
conferences and asked each of them for names of other Hmong women they knew who have
completed or are in the process of completing a doctoral degree. I identified and connected with
eight Hmong American women who have completed or are in the process of completing their
doctoral degree, all of whom agreed to participate. Kia, Mee, Tia, Hlee, Pa, and Foua completed
their doctorate. Since my interview with her, Nou has successfully defended her dissertation.
May continues to work on her dissertation.
Findings
Hmong American women with little exposure to the academic area do not have advanced
knowledge about how challenging their pursuit of higher education can be. Often as the first
person in their family to pursue a degree of this caliber, there is no roadmap. Thus, many
Hmong American women devised their own motivations and strategies to survive and aim for the
prize regardless of what lay ahead.
For this group to dream of achieving the highest education degree possible, entails high
aspirations which can be a form of motivation. These aspirations were instilled through various
messages they received while growing up to the point where their confidence has increased, and
earning that doctorate was just a matter of “when.” Their motivation, aspiration, and strategies
led to a unique community support system that rang true for all the participants.
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Motivations
Often, the most difficult part of a journey is the first step. All eight of my participants
came from different background; however, they were making the same journey to pursue a
doctorate program. Common themes such as intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in professional
challenges and expectations, effects of social change, credibility, and finally being a mentor
motivated these women.
The interplay of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation helped all of my participants find that
completing a doctorate not only opened doors for them, but also helped to validate their
achievement. Some even found that they thrived in the academic world, and that was further
motivation for them to finish. Additionally, with credibility, each of them developed skills. The
eight participants had professional careers, but felt that they lacked something to help them reach
a level of knowledge that they either recognized as missing or soon came to realize they were
lacking. Armed with their degree and skills, they felt it was time to give back to their community
and serve as mentors and role models for the younger generation. These Hmong women with
their doctorate have become the missing role models that I did not have while growing up. As
this group multiplies and grows stronger, these women will foster a greater generation of Hmong
American women. What better treasure can an educated woman give than a legacy of success?
They were able to internalize their struggles and turn it into motivation. These findings show
that a candidate will need both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to complete their doctoral
degree. For if one is only intrinsically or extrinsically motivated, there is a higher chance that
that motivation will flicker for a short time and then be extinguished, thus causing one to loose
motivation to complete the doctorate degree. However, if one has both intrinsic and extrinsic
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motivation, when one form of motivation is extinguish, the other will flicker and shine a light
and be a beacon of hope.
Parents and the greater community teach a traditional Hmong woman from the cradle that
her greatest aspiration is to become a good wife for her husband. If she accomplishes this, she
will bring her family honor. Generations pass this aspiration down while living in the old
country. Often families suggested educational aspirations were for men; an education was too
expensive for them to consider it for a woman. Since coming to America, Hmong women have
an equal opportunity to pursue a greater aspiration beyond the cultural norm.
My eight participants came from a traditional Hmong background but found value in
aspiring to greater heights by pursuing a higher education. Not only have they received their
baccalaureate degree and eventually a master’s, but they now cross cultural boundaries by daring
to achieve a doctorate. As these women reached their goals and attained their doctorate degrees,
they confounded the Hmong culture by setting new standards for Hmong women who not only
live in America but also in the old countries. They transformed into shining examples of what
Hmong American women can and will aspire to despite cultural expectations.
Strategies
Thinking of obtaining a higher education is easy, but figuring out how to achieve degree
attainment is the challenge. While pursuing their doctoral degree, each of my participants had to
devise various strategies to survive the rigorous demands of graduate school. Their methods can
be assets as others consider the merits of pursing the same path.
Nou and Tia learned time management skills that they then applied to their various
reading and writing assignments. Nou found the large amount of reading assigned difficult to
comprehend at times, but she did not give up. She learned how to write an essay paper from her
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advisor (which later proved to be useful in future writing assignments). Tia, on the other hand,
learned the art of skimming and a newfound strategy from her advisor, the advisee monthly
meetings.
Strategies participants devised consisted of skills they learned from other educational
experiences, and then they built upon those abilities. Hlee and Mee used strategies that they
were familiar with from their undergraduate and master’s degree experiences. As they became
more familiar with expectations, they devised new strategies using their ever increasing social
network of people. Hlee and Mee were persistent in their pursuit. When existing support
(initially provided by their schools) no longer matched their needs, they developed their own.
They started a writing group to support their dissertation process and completion.
As they became more proficient and comfortable with their end goal, they then relied on family
and people around them as a support and strategy.
Kia and Pa used their family and friends to help with childcare. This allowed them to
focus on being a doctoral student. Pa was not able to rely on her family as much, since they
lived far away. However, she surrounded herself with supportive people.
Discussion
Each of my participants started from different stages and places in their lives when they
decided to pursue their doctorate program. Some were married with a family to support and
others waited until they graduated to start a family. Some had established professional careers,
while others needed credibility through the doctoral degree. And still some wanted to move on
to the next big thing, which was a doctorate. Regardless of their stages in life, all of the
participants had strategies to help them through the toughest time of their studies.
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In graduate school, strong skills in reading and writing are very essential to surviving. In
order to achieve these skills, discipline and organization are critical. All of my participants
agreed that planning ahead was essential to helping them stay on top of their course work (even
though the poor skill of procrastination lurks strongly nearby).However, all of them also had to
infuse quite a bit of hard work and determination to get them through.
Kia, Pa, and Tia discovered that they had to tap into their resources such as their
colleagues, professors, and other school personnel to forge bonds in order to succeed. As for
Mee, she found that she had to change her way of thinking to become more linear in her analysis.
Nou, on the other hand, had a difficult time skimming and digesting her reading assignments
quickly, so she laboriously read everything quite thoroughly. May learned the important lesson
of balancing her home life with her school life. Hlee discovered that recognition at the graduate
level came through finding a way to verbally articulate her ideas and not being afraid to speak
out.
Each of the key themes that emerged from discovering the motivations (professional
challenges and expectations, motivated by the need for social justice, credibility, mentors and
role models), aspirations (levels of certainty and my parents' dream or my dream), and strategies
(survival skills stemming from prior knowledge, survival skills--time management, survival
skills--support system) that my participants devised to survive the doctoral experience are part of
the participants’ personal journeys. These women found motivations and strategies to survive
their doctoral program through identifying themselves as role-models and mentors for successive
generations, networking with professors and colleagues, identifying key strategies for academic
success, and working with others to attend to out-of-school responsibilities.
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Their unique history and individual stories of overcoming adversity to position and create
better opportunities for themselves is what make them stand out. In the Hmong culture, women
are not afforded an opportunity to better their lives through education, while in the U.S.,
everyone is given the opportunity to pursue education. It is within these pursuits of higher
education that we start to hear the Hmong American women's voices. These voices echo similar
and parallel concerns of minority women pursing advance degrees who came before them.
Connecting to Literature Review
Vujongyai's (1997) research brought light to the fact that Hmong men like to marry
younger girls because, since they are young, they can be easily molded; thus the chances for
educated Hmong women to marry decreases. In addition, many Hmong consider a woman who
chooses education before marriage to be an "old maid"(nkauj laug) and not a very desirable
marriage partner (by Hmong traditional standards). Seven participants chose to pursue
education, while one waited to get married. We see three patterns emerging: those who got
married while in college or while completing their undergraduate degree (Tia, Kia, May, and Pa),
those who waited until after completion of their masters or doctorate (Nou, Foua, and Hlee), and
those who choose not to get married (Mee). As a bottom line, we see Hmong women waiting
longer to get married. Regardless of when they chose to get married, many felt pressure from the
Hmong community to get married early, but not from their immediate family. For instance, in the
Hmong culture you are not seen as an adult until you are married.
Early marriage did not hold true for my participants. They grew up experiencing both
Hmong and Western culture, but for each participant, one culture may have been more dominant
than the other. Having an education is valued by both Hmong and western cultures. In the
western culture, having an education means having the capability to increase your opportunities
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for self-sufficiency (economically and socially). Educated Hmong women struggle to find their
balance in the Hmong culture. They struggle to find where they "fit." For instance, many
Hmong women as themselves if having a doctoral degree will elevate their status and allow them
to interact and be welcome into the circle of Hmong men during gatherings? Hlee yearns to be
able to infiltrate the Hmong men's circle and take part in their "political" discussions but finds
herself culturally bound to interact and engage in child rearing discussions with the Hmong
women at social gatherings. On the other hand, Kia believes that having a doctoral degree only
elevates her status among the Hmong women. However, she still needs to operate under the
cultural traditional expectations for Hmong women during social gatherings and engage in child
rearing discussions with Hmong women. She follows the cultural expectations that a Hmong
women's role/place is in the kitchen during social gatherings but at times uses her husband's
voice to carry her ideas into the Hmong men's discussion. This is a fine line that the Hmong
women in my study continue to walk and explore further. They still need to operate within the
social construct of the Hmong culture.
As we learn about the changing roles of Hmong American women, we also start to see
increased support for Hmong American women pursuing education. Some twelve years ago, as I
got ready to attend college, my parents pressured me to attend college nearby instead of out of
town as I dreamt. My younger sisters followed in my footsteps (because they didn't have a
choice), also attending college in town, unless they happened to get married and were no longer
the responsibility of my parents. Early research on support for Hmong women pursuing
education showed lack of support or uneven support. The participants in my study reported that
they received strong support from their parents, in-laws, and husband in pursuing their education.
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Their parents provide moral support and have high expectations for them to pursue higher
education.
Their in-laws supported them by verbally recognizing their educational pursuits at
various gatherings as well as providing childcare when necessary. For instance, Pa's mother inlaw moved in with her family when she had a child in the middle of her doctoral program. Later
on, Pa's family and in-laws took turns providing childcare for her son so that she could focus on
being a doctoral student. Tia's in-laws also provided childcare so that she too could focus on her
education. Tia says her mother in-law is her biggest support/”advertiser”. She happily spreads
the message in the Hmong community that her daughter-in-law (Tia) is a doctoral student and
will be getting her Ph.D. soon.
Spousal support was also crucial. Kia's husband supported her by being her chauffer and
driving her to all her classes so that she would not have the added stress of dealing with traffic
and parking issues. Kia's doctoral program was one and a half hours away, so having her
husband support her by doing the driving gave Kia time to get herself ready and focus on
preparations for weekend classes. In addition to the driving, he also took on some of her chores
around the house. Tia's husband supported her by expressing his comfort with and acceptance of
her pursuit in her doctoral program by saying, "She was smart before I met her."
Doctoral Women of Color Experience
While my study primarily focused on motivations and strategies, there are some overall
common issues that doctoral women of color experience. One, financial--money was the biggest
concern and biggest motivator to complete. Two, role models/mentors/advisor support. In this
area, there was a big range, from little to lots of support. The biggest factor here is having that
mentor/advisor support to guide doctoral students through the process is essential, especially
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ethnic minority mentors who looked like the participants. My participants went into their
doctoral program knowing the chances of having a mentor who is Hmong is next to none, but
this did not deter them from achieving their dream. Instead, they looked for someone who is
empathic and supportive.
Three, experiencing discrimination in their doctorate program. Base on the literature
review, African American women doctoral students report experiencing the biggest
discrimination on pre-dominantly white campuses (Nettles, 1990). Some of my participants
reported some minor incidents in this area. For instance, Nou talked about the concept of the
model minority stereotype exhibiting itself when a professor predicted Nou to have the highest
score in class. Then there's the opposite, another professor was surprised to hear Nou use perfect
English in class. He expected her to use broken English. Unless it was an overt discrimination
the Hmong women did not dwell on it too much.
My conclusion on this is Hmong women are focused on their education and do not pay
attention to acts of discrimination unless it hits home personally, and they are forced to deal with
it. They rationalize it as just another hurdle to deal with and move on. They do not want to draw
unnecessary attention to it or themselves. In addition, it becomes the issue of is it a battle worth
fighting now. They must learn to choose their battles during these tiring academic times. Some
of my participants may have internalized this discrimination as a form of motivation--I'm going
to persist and show you that acts of discrimination will not pull me down or detract me from my
ultimate goal of pursuing my doctorate.
Implications for Research and Practice
The motivations and strategies for success that doctoral students devise provide insight
into the experiences that Hmong women use to survive the doctorate. This research provides a
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starting point from which researchers could take a more in-depth look at the experiences of
Hmong women and the motives behind pursuing their doctorate. Perhaps with time, as new
Hmong American scholars emerge and present more data, indigenous theories, and practices for
research, we can get a more full authentic picture.
This study adds to the limited body of knowledge on the experiences of Hmong
American women while in pursuit of higher education. I explored a small, often overlooked,
minority population, who persevered in achieving their academic goals. The plights faced by
Hmong American women will not find a solution with a singular study. Yet, the information
found here can pave the way for future work in this area.
This study also serves to inform other Hmong American women who are at a similar
points in their lives—contemplating the pursuit of a doctoral degree and, as well as those who
work with these students in the classroom or as advisors. Hmong American women need to start
looking for mentors early in their educational careers. Several participants identified a lack of
role models and questioned the role of those in power. Over the course of this study, eight
Hmong American women were discovered who stand ready to mentor the younger generation.
Other researchers need to explore the experiences of these women to get the full picture
of how Hmong American women experience higher education, particularly at the graduate and
post-graduate level. Institutions of higher education looking to recruit and retain this population
need to provide more mentors to guide students through this process at an early stage. Of
particular attention is the development of mentors from the Hmong community. Given the fact
that the Hmong have only been in the U.S. for forty years, many Hmong pursuing higher
education are the first in their family to pursue a doctorate. Higher educational institutions
should have good numbers of qualified Hmong candidates to hire; especially as faculty and
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administrators. Universities/colleges in U.S. areas with the largest number of Hmong
community should strive to have a higher percentage of Hmong faculty and administrators.
Research shows women look for support, encouragement, and affirmation of their own
identities from other women who have their same ethnic background (Josselson, 1987).
Mumford (1996) found that mentors with the same race and gender are vital to a woman’s
education growth. Hughes (1988) further stated that minority women students have the most to
lose when it comes to role models and mentors like themselves. Since there is a lack of ethnic
women in academia, minority women students do the next best thing, create their own by
looking for empathetic individuals.
In academia, minority women students search high and low for someone who looks like
them to affirm that they are in the right place, even though that is uncommon; they still hope and
dream that this could happen. When this does not happen, they must move on to the next best
thing—support from others who are empathetic and supportive of their plight and struggles.
They know that these empathic individuals will be supportive and provide guidance as best they
know how. My participants looked for empathetic individuals to support their pursuit in higher
education. Upon completion of their doctorate, most returned the favor by serving as mentors
and role models to the next generation.
I did not intend for the participants in my study to represent all Hmong American women,
but instead represent voices that provided a rich set of data that could shed light on the changing
roles that Hmong American women encounter through higher education. The work and
experiences of these extra ordinary Hmong American women stand on their own. The women in
this study have all worked in exemplary ways, and they share a common distinctiveness in their
motivation and drive to succeed.
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Their issues, concerns, and challenges parallel the women minority groups that came
before them. What does this say about colleges and universities? This can lead us to conclude
that institutions of higher education have not changed much or have only made superficial
changes. Colleges and universities need to make substantial institutional and systematic changes
in order to provide better support for minority women pursuing higher education. Colleges and
universities need to seriously look at their policies and practices that may create barriers for
minority women to be successful and graduate. They need to recognize the growing diversity of
the U.S. and embrace the changing demographic in order to make systematic changes.
Research
I conducted a study of eight Hmong American women. Study participants were born in
the U.S. or brought to the U.S. early in life and grew up here. A possible topic for further
research is to see if a correlation exists between being born in the U.S. and waiting longer to get
married as one of my participants, Mee did. Mee is the only participant that did not marry during
the course of my study. After forty years of the Hmong being in the U.S., we have Hmong
American women born and educated in the U.S.
Very little literature exists regarding Hmong American women in doctoral programs.
This study serves to fill that void. Hmong American women's doctorate experiences need further
exploration to ascertain a better understanding of their experiences. The findings here are
consistent with the experiences of other women of color. For instance, DeNeal (2004) looked at
the experiences of African American women doctoral students and found they encounter
instances of isolation and invisibility, financial issues, and a lack of ethnic minority mentors,
among others. Espinoza (2010) found Latina doctoral candidates with a strong "familismo"
cultural value struggle to balance being a "good" daughter with higher education aspirations.
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This research shows that people have more in common than they know. There is a
tendency for the majority of people to focus in on the differences, which in turn further separates
them from each other and makes it easier to isolate people. This isolation leads many to feel like
they are the only one going through this experience. A single voice is not as strong as a
collective voice. Women of color in pursuit of advance degrees need to find a way to band
together. Collectively, their voices become stronger and can be better heard, therefore, making it
difficult for them to be easily silenced. If we look at the experiences of women of color in higher
education, we see that they share similar parallel paths in pursuing their doctorates. They
experience isolation and invisibility, financial issues, time management, lack of ethnic minority
mentors, and cultural support (DeNeal, 2004; Espinoza, 2010). Collectively, they are very
resilient and persistent. They share strong family support and encouragement to pursue higher
education (Achor & Morales, 1990).
The path of Hmong American to the doctorate degree aligns with the experiences
described by the Latina women's experiences. Their ability to draw upon the resources that exist
within their own culture assists them. Their connection to their identity strengthens them as they
learn about themselves and start to see others who look like them in positions of power. The
stories of immigration documented by their parents' are a source of motivation, as these stories
tell of the struggles and sacrifices made along the way for them to be in this country.
Practice
Institutions of higher education need to support the educational pursuits of Hmong
American women. Understanding the roles played by Hmong American, such as juggling
conflicting family and doctoral school demands, is an important step. This knowledge will aid
institutions to craft support systems customized to the educational needs of Hmong American.
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In addition, a comprehensive approach to inclusiveness in doctoral programs has proven to be
beneficial in recruiting and retaining students of color (Bass et. al. 2003).
If higher education institutions are serious about recruiting and retaining Hmong
American women as doctoral students, then they must start to hire them to be administrators and
faculty members on their campuses, starting with areas where Hmong are most prevalent. As the
literature shows, when Hmong American women arrive on campus, they will want to find other
Hmong American women to mentor them through the doctoral process. Achieving a doctorate
itself is a daunting process. Even after my study of doctoral educational experiences, there is
still much to examine and explore before claiming a full understanding. No system is currently
in place to help students understand and navigate through the doctoral process. Often, doctoral
students find themselves floundering and strive to figure things out on their own, which is
complicated even further when starting with a lack of cultural capital that is a too familiar
collegial norm.
Conclusions
My initial desire to identify with another Hmong doctoral student proved fruitless in my
circle of community at that time. This further fueled my decision to start a doctoral program and
conduct this study to examine the doctoral experiences of Hmong American women to uncover
their own perspectives and perceptions. Research in this area is minimal currently, and it is an
area that must gain the attention of scholars to meet the needs of the next generation, particularly
in institutions of higher education.
My intention was to document and bring voice to these Hmong American women’s
experiences for the younger generation. I experienced first-hand the lack of role models for
Hmong American women growing up and know that this study can serve to tell the stories of
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these extraordinary women, my participants, who persevered and contributed to the
accomplishments of Hmong American women in the U.S. In looking for someone to identify
with, Hmong American women can also find pieces of themselves in the stories of these
participants. This information is not just for the younger generation but for any Hmong person
struggling with the decision to pursue higher education with the feeling that cultural expectations
are preventing them from moving forward. Within these stories exist kernels of motivations, and
strategies that can be used to realize the goal of a higher learning.
I found the motivations and strategies that Hmong American women devised to complete
their doctorate were inspirational. All the participants credit their degree to their family and
social capital, recognizing that without the support of the community they created, attaining their
degree would have been much harder. They are a humble group that did not forget their roots or
their culture. Thus, a continual reiteration of each participant was that this is not their degree
alone, but it belongs to the whole community that supported them each step of the way.
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APPENDIX A
IRB Approval

July 9, 2008

Dear Ka:
We have received your revised documents. Your IRB proposal #B08-048-3, “Rewriting the Rite
of Passage: Hmong Women’s Experience in a doctorate Program“ has been approved. You may
now go ahead with your study.
Please note that under IRB policy, principal investigators are required to report to the IRB for
further review (a) in the event that changes in the research protocol increase the risks to the
rights/welfare of the participants involved in the study, or (b) should any adverse episode occur
(e.g., actual harm, breach of confidentiality) involving human participants. Also, should your
research continue for a period of more than one year from the original approval date, you will
need to file a continuing approval form with the committee.
Good luck and please let me know if you have any questions.
Sincerely,

Mary Anne Chalkley
Professor of Psychology
Chair, UST Institutional Review Board
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APPENDIX B
Doctoral Student Interview Questions
Introduction
a.

The purpose of this study is to better understand how Hmong American women
experience their doctoral programs. I am interested in finding out how you, a Hmong

American woman, perceive your experience in a doctoral program. I hope to shed some
light into understanding and describing the experiences and challenges you face as you
pursue your doctoral program. In addition, this study will provide a way for Hmong
women to validate their own experiences, learn and appreciate the wisdom of those who
have accomplish this vast task that at one time many Hmong American women only
dream of doing one day. Furthermore, through this study, we can better understand your
experiences and struggles as you continue to open doors for other Hmong American
women in higher education.
Your participation in this study has the potential to contribute understanding of this
experience for other Hmong American women who may want to pursue and succeed on
this path. Your participation in this study is voluntary and at anytime you can leave the
study. However, I will incorporate what you have shared in the study prior to your
departure. I will be interviewing other Hmong women in the U.S. who have completed
their doctorate. Your answers will be extremely helpful to me in understanding how you,
a Hmong women, experience your doctorate program, so please give specific examples
and be as detail as possible in your answers.
b. Are there any questions you have before we begin?
c. Can you tell me a little about what you understand my study to be?
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d. I am going to begin tapping now.
II. Questions

Rewriting the Rite of Passage: Hmong Women’s Experience in a Doctoral Program
Interview questions for participants:
1. Background information:
1. Please tell me about yourself.
a. Education (under, grad, doctorate)
b.Education level of parents
c.family –order in family (oldest, middle, youngest)
d.married
e.# of children
f.occupation of parents
g.Your current occupation
2. What year did you come to the United States?
3. What grade in school did you start
?
4. Are you the first person in your family to pursue higher education (undergrad, post grad,
doctorate)?
5. What kind of support did your parents provide to you in pursuing higher education?
6. If married, how did your husband support you in your pursuit of a doctorate degree?
7. If have children, how did your children support you in your pursuit of a doctorate degree?
Motivation, aspirations, and strategies used to complete doctoral program
8. Growing up, did you have a role model? If so, who was your role model?
9. What did you want to be when you grow up?
10. When did you realized/decided to pursue a doctoral program?
11. How did you decide to pursue your doctoral program?
12. What type of research did you put in pursuing your doctoral program?
13. What motivated you to enter a doctoral program?
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14.Was there someone who inspired you to pursue your doctorate program?
15. How would you explain your approach to your doctoral classes?
16. How would you explain your approach to your writing assignments in your doctoral
classes?
17. How would you explain your approach to your reading assignments in your doctoral
classes?
18. Please describe any strategies you used to help you survive and complete your doctorial
program.
19. Tell me a story about your first day of classes in your doctoral program.
20. Share an experience you felt during your pursuit of a doctoral program?
21. At what point in your program did you feel most engaged?
22. At what point in your program did you feel least engaged?
23. Tell me a story about your last day of classes in your doctoral program.
24. Were there any factors that hindered (slowed) your pursuit of a doctoral degree? If so,
please explain…
25.Were there any factors that aided (helped) your pursuit of a doctoral degree? If so, please
explain…
26. Were there any barriers/obstacles that interfered with your pursuit of a doctoral degree?
Please explain…
27. Do you feel the Hmong culture supported your pursuit of a doctoral degree?
28. How do you navigate in the Hmong culture?
28. How do you navigate in the mainstream western culture?
30. Please describe your post-graduate/doctoral experience.

Perspective and perceptions of doctoral program
31. How much time out side of class did you spend with your colleagues?
32. Did you have a mentor/advisor?
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33. Please describe your interactions/experience with your mentor/advisor?
34. How much time outside of class did you spend with faculty members? Please describe
interactions/experiences w/ faculty members.
35. How involved were you with school activities: i.e.: activities that were put on by your
program.
36. How long did it take you to complete your doctoral program?
37. How did you decide on the topic of your dissertation?
38. Tell me how your dissertation process went.
39. Share an experience you felt after you handed in your dissertation?
40. Are you satisfied with your program? What factors contributed specifically to you being
un/satisfied with your program?
41. Have you been awarded a Fellowship or an assistantship? If so, please explain your
experience with earning this high honor.
42. How do you negotiate between the Hmong culture and that of the mainstream culture?
43. Please describe your perceptions of how others view you after you have obtained your
doctorate degree.
Your spouse:
Children:
In-laws:
Parents:
Siblings:
Hmong community:
Colleagues:
Hmong friends:
American/other friends:
43b. How do you view yourself now after obtaining your doctorate degree?
44. What advice would you offer a fellow Hmong American woman considering a doctorate
degree?
45. How do you feel your race and gender affect the way you are perceived by your:
Advisor
Faculty
Fellow class mates?
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Hmong Community
46. How do you feel about your race and gender affecting your progress in your doctoral
program?
47. Do you feel you are a token minority student in your doctoral program?
If so, please describe any incidents that occurred to support your answer?
48. Tell me a story about a time when you experienced overt or covert acts of racism by any one
in your program/school or in the community at large?
49. How do your friends and family think you have changed in any way since being in a doctoral
program?
50. How do you think your race will affect your career possibilities?
51. How do you think your gender will affect your career possibilities?
52. How do you think your doctoral experience might have been easier or more difficult at a
different university?
53. If you had to do it all over again, would you change anything? If so what?
54. Do you consider yourself a role model?
55. How did obtaining your doctorate degree helped advanced your career?
56. Is there anything else you would like to share about your perspective and perceptions in your
doctoral program?
57. Is there anything else you would like to share about your motivations, aspirations, and
strategies used in pursuing your doctorate degree?
58. Is there anything else you would like to share about your experience in a doctoral program?
Thank you so much for your time and participation in my study. Your candid responses are
greatly appreciated.
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APPENDIX C

C ONSENT F ORM
U NIVERSITY OF S T . T HOMAS
Rewriting the Rite of Passage: Hmong Women’s Experience in a Doctoral
Program
[IRB# B08-048-3]

I am conducting a study about how Hmong women experience their doctorate program from their own
perspective and perceptions. I invite you to participate in this research. You were selected as a possible
participant because you were referred by another participant, someone else in the community who has
recognized that you met the criteria for this study, or you responded to an advertisement requesting
participants. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.
Ka Vang, a doctoral student in the Department of Leadership, Policy, and Administration, is conducting
this study. Dr. Kate Boyle is the advisor for this dissertation study.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to examine the doctoral experiences of Hmong American women from their
own perspectives and perceptions. I hope to shed some light into understanding and describing the
experiences and challenges these Hmong women faced as they pursued their doctoral program. In addition,
this study will provide a way for Hmong women to validate their own experiences, learn and appreciate the
wisdom of those who have accomplish this vast task that at one time many of us only dream of doing one
day. I hope that through my study, we can better understand their perspectives and struggles as they
continue to open doors for other Hmong women in higher education.
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to participate in a one-to-one interview with the researcher.
The in-depth one-to-one interviews will be conducted for an hour and a half to two hours and will be audio
taped. In addition, after reviewing your data from the first interview, if clarification is needed, I will then
make a phone or email contact with you. The location for this interview can take place at any location of
your choosing.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
There are no risks or benefits to participating in this study. However, I will provide contact information
regarding counseling services to participants should any probing for personal or sensitive information leads
participants in my study to experience any psychological/emotional issues that warrant professional
counseling.
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Confidentiality:
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I publish, I will not include information
that will make it possible to identify you in any way. Your names will be changed so others cannot identify
you. Research records will be kept in a locked file; I am the only person who will have access to the records
with the exception of my advisor. Tape recordings of interviews will by access by the investigator and her
advisor and will only be use for educational purposes. These recordings of interviews will be erased five
years after dissertation has been approved and accepted.
Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not
affect your current or future relations with the University of St. Thomas. If you decide to participate, you
are free to withdraw at any time without penalty. Should you decide to withdraw, data collected about you
will be included in the study, unless you specify in writing about the specific information not be used.
Contacts and Questions
You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact me at 715-8642016. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Kate Boyle at 651-962-4393. You may also contact the
University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-5341 with any questions or concerns.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.

Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent to
participate in the study. I consent to you using any tape recorded interviews and phone interviews for this
research.
______________________________
Signature of Study Participant

________________
Date

______________________________
Signature of Researcher

________________
Date

